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“Those who seek should not stop seeking until they find. When they find, they will be 
disturbed. When they are disturbed, they will marvel, and will rule over all.” 


Gospel of Thomas, Verse 2 


“Many will appear to have lost their souls in these final days. So intense will the nature 
of the changes be that [many] ... will go insane.” 


Hopi Indian Blue Star Prophecy 


The apocalypse is the unveiling of the truth 


Part One: Terracon One 


Chapter One 


What is history? History is a lie. A lie told repeatedly until it becomes the truth. The Devil’s 
truth. Your truth. It makes you a servant of the Devil. It’s a distortion of the truth — the truth 
turned upside down, truth turned into fiction and fiction into fact. And it’s all around you — the 
lie. Everything you see, smell, hear, taste, and breathe. It’s your world turned upside down. 
Welcome to Clown World — welcome to hell. 


Am I speaking the words of someone insane? Or is the world around me insane? 


So, what is history? It’s the lie. The common denominator of the fall of man. It’s the lie! We 
were all born into the lie, and we suffered and we died ... under the lie. But we not only lived 
it — we were the lie. 


What is the actual truth, the real history of this world? It is unknown to everybody — except the 
Realm. The chronological ordering of people, events, and nations, contingent but fluctuating, 
leading to the present-day hell of this world. History has seen eras of wars, depressions and 
viruses, interspersed with periods of prosperity and peace; all manufactured and manipulated 
by the Realm. 


Had there ever been a Golden Age — where lies did not exist? I often dream of an age, of what 
might have been and will never be again. But in today’s desolate world, none of that seems to 
matter. All that was good has gone, swept away by the filth, blood, and decay of this rotten 
world, buried by sand, desolate landscapes, and ruins. If anything of the genuine history 
became known, it would be a wonderful and frightening experience, but a threat to our 
existence. We would become a wiser but sadder people because of the experience. Who said 
the wiser we are, the more we cry? There would be no end to our tears, nor our shame. 


Truth is fatal, even now as we face the end of the world. Because it’s a threat to the Realm. 
How can you understand all this? Especially if you have lived the lie. 


History is a constant lie, an endless lie that is something else altogether. It goes to a dark hole 
of other lies that twist, turn, and interconnect. And, if you get caught in the tangled web of lies, 
it drags you to a place you can never escape. In the end, you become the lie, that something 
dark and evil. 


But one man shunned the lies: me. My name is Ditch. I got that name at the start of the Faction 
Wars when I was sent to the stockade for questioning orders and had to dig graves for the dead. 
I buried so many dead that the smell stuck long after I had gotten out. This is my story. But it 
can be your story, too, if you want to know the truth. 


But we have to begin the story in that dark and evil place, and not too many people want to go 
there, because when a man looks into the web of evil and lies, he sees himself staring back, and 
sees what he has let occur, so he can’t forgive himself for standing idly by. Not too many people 
want to take that ride. Anyway, let’s begin the story and tell it like it is. 


<><><> 


The hand is reaching for me, wanting to touch me. I can see the ghostly white face behind the 
hand, the tear falling from the eye. The face I know, the dimples embedded in her cheeks. A 
girl from my school days. Her hand comes closer. I shudder — the fear of being touched sends 
a cold shiver racing through my body. There’s no touching in my world — no holding. Keep 
your distance. The face sinks back behind the hand and the mouth opens in a silent scream 
before the face fades away and is swallowed by the darkness. 


I woke up, lying on the ridge, feeling the desert wind, my clothes in tatters. I rubbed my watery 
eyes and gazed upon the ocean of sand before me. The midday sun was beating down, burning 
holes in me. Only one way to go across that desert, into the scorching furnace, into hell — and 
that’s straight across it. But isn’t hell where you belong? Don’t they all say that? That you were 
born a sinner and that’s how you’ll always be. The desolate terrain on the edge of the world, at 
the end of mankind’s existence. Will I ever reach the end of it? Vultures were circling in the 
distance; I could hear them screeching. They were calling out to me. 


Last night, I dreamt of a history of what might had been, imagining how mankind had reached 
the end. The generations before and how they had betrayed their children and grandchildren, 
too. They were suckers for the lie. I dragged my weary body up, the brittle stone digging into 
my bare feet, my half-naked and starved body exposed to the world. White folds of sand 
stretched forever under the sun-bleached sky; half-buried bones of animals glinted in the sun 
and the vultures were filling up a section of the sky in the distance. 


A black thrush with its yellow beak landed on the ledge in front of me. It looked at me with its 
beady eyes. I crouched next to it, my parched lips forming a smile. It didn’t fly away. Then the 
wind stirred and I heard a voice: ‘Everything will turn out perfect in the end.’ I glanced around. 
Where had that voice come from? When I looked back at the bird, it had gone. 


I heard the sudden whir of blades and hunkered down under the sack. It got louder until the 
sound was thudding in my ears. 


I peered through the tiny hole in the sack. The Viper helicopter appeared from over the ridge 
and hovered in front of me, black against the sky, blocking out the sun. A door-gunner sat in 
the gun-pit, dressed in a black flak jacket, helmet and goggles, nursing his chain gun. The 
nozzle was pointing at the desert floor. He was searching for me. 


It was only there for a second, but it was enough time for me to see the prisoner with the short- 
cropped ginger hair sitting upright against the shell of the gun-pit next to the door-gunner. It 
was Harry, my commanding officer: his body stiff, his hands tied behind his back, his 
distraught face staring into an unknown future. The drone of the helicopter diminished as it 
swept over the desert plain and disappeared, leaving me in solitude, alone with the desert, 
gazing at the horizon. I took sharp breaths. My body was trembling. They’re gone, I thought, 
get a hold of yourself. 


I put my boots on and climbed down from the ridge. My body was so tired that I wanted to 
crawl along the desert floor. 


Keep low, so low you'll sink into the sand. You want to go lower than that. You want to sink 
under the desert floor, and keep sinking into infinity, into that dark hole, the only world you 
know — where you belong. 


What had brought the world to the precipice? What had caused the death and destruction? Was 
it a single event or a series of them? What had made the human race a dying breed? What was 
the last card the Devil had thrown on the table? Mankind had reached that final winter. The 
number of generations left you could count on the fingers of one hand. Time had run out. But 
there was yet enough time for warring factions to rise, and the most powerful and ruthless of 
them to seize control. Hopefully, there was enough time to open a door to the past, to rediscover 
a Golden Age — if one had ever existed — where a time like this had never been, and to 
understand why the fate of this world had turned so abruptly, and why mankind had plunged 
into the abyss. 


Only one or two universal truths were known — that humans were to blame for the hell of this 
world, for the barren world I see before me now. And that evil had infested this world — the 
same evil I sense around me now, the evil that follows me everywhere, the evil that creeps over 
my bones and sinks into my flesh. 


<> <><> 


For two years, before I got recruited by the Wild Cats, I drifted from one East Coast town to 
the next. I could never hold down a job. With the continuous cycle of viruses, variants, booster 
shots, and lockdowns — plus widespread riots, hyper-inflation, food shortages, and lawlessness 
the length and breadth of the country due to defunded police — it was difficult to get a job. But 
suicides were rampant, and if you kept asking you’d find a vacant position. My first job was in 
a factory making face masks. I had to take the kneel every morning and ask for forgiveness for 
being a white man. I got sick of that and quit. The second was in a cafe. I didn’t mind wearing 
the face mask, but when I let it slip under my nose the staff accused me of spreading the virus. 
I said why should they be concerned if their masks were protecting them. That was enough to 
fire me. Another job was in a department store. Every day we had to let the immigrants and 
minorities ransack the shop and leave the shelves bare, because they were less privileged than 
others. They didn’t seem right so I quit. 


I knew no job would be right for me. Nor was this wicked, sinful world. To find refuge, I hit 
the bars every night and enjoyed the company of prostitutes, drowning in alcohol until I spent 
my money and had to get another job, waiting for my calling, whatever that calling would be. 


I liked having a beer with Bruce, the transvestite who wore cheap leather dresses, particular 
ones that showed off his large boobs. He often frequented the hotel where I was staying. Despite 
a lack of makeup, he had smooth glowing cheeks that were usually drawn inward, expressing 
a sense of defeat. His large round eyes would have been filled with happiness in another life, 
but they had lost their spark and often drifted down. 


‘The total collapse of society is imminent,’ Bruce said to me one night, sitting on a stool at the 
bar, his musty-brown wavy hair touching the line of his shoulders, his discreet voice lacking 
the usual conviction. ‘It’s going to happen any day now. The gangs forming outside the hotel 


are getting bigger. They say they only want to kill white people, but I know they only pretend 
to support minority groups like the transvestites. I know they want to kill everyone.’ 


I was taken back by his comments, and more surprised when he opened his purse and passed 
me a .357 Magnum revolver. 


‘I want you to have this.’ Frowns appeared on his once smooth face and his unflinching, large 
eyes cut right through me. ‘I like you — you treat me like a normal person, you’ve been good 
to me, a friend. But the day is coming. I don’t want to be a part of it. It’s going to be worse 
than hell. But I want you to survive.’ 


The day is coming? I thought. Worse than hell? What did he mean by that? 


I touched the cold steel of the gun as I tucked it into my belt. Bruce’s lips trembled as he forced 
a smile and left me alone at the bar. 


I woke up the next morning in my dingy hotel room above the bar, thinking I was still dreaming, 
the voice shouting in my head until I realized it was the blast from the bullhorn tied to the 
lamppost outside: ‘White people are vermin that need to be eradicated. It is your duty to 
eliminate them. It doesn’t matter who they are ... your family or friends. Torture them before 
you exterminate them. Castrate them. They are sub-human!’ 


My eyes opened wide as I stared hard at the ceiling. The day had arrived: the Great Purge. 
Other people would be scared, I thought, but a fire was burning in me. I reached over to the 
night table and gripped the pistol sitting on it. It felt comfortable, reassuring, soothing. There 
was no fear in me — only a sense of destiny. Shouting and screaming came from downstairs. 


I walked casually down to the bar, and paused at the bottom of the stairs when I saw the blood- 
soaked bodies of the hotel staff and early morning customers. ‘Summer of Love’ was written 
in blood on the wall. It took a moment for the scene to register in my mind. Four militants with 
‘Black Lives Matter’ on the back of their hoodies were armed with machetes. Only one of them 
was dark skinned. He was hacking at the body of Bruce, the transvestite. Bruce’s black leather 
dress was ripped and his left arm was severed. I calmly raised the pistol, aimed, and took three 
of them out before the fourth ran at me, screaming obscenities with his machete held high. I 
shot him between the eyes and he fell dead at my feet. 


I walked passed the bodies, stepped in a puddle of blood, and opened the door as sunlight 
flooded the bar. It was a bright sunny day. Already fires were burning in the distance and a 
black pillar of smoke was rising above the town. Cars were careening up and down the street, 
passengers shouting, ‘Death to white pigs!’ and gunfire was spitting from the car windows. 


The world was plunged into hell, I thought. But, standing in the doorway, I grinned. You hadn’t 
wasted a shot, youre ready for this, a voice was saying in my head. You killed them effortlessly. 
You know who you are. My grip tightening on the pistol. It was my calling. I had found the 
world where I belonged. 


<><><> 


Since the day I got recruited by the Wild Cats, I wouldn’t play ball. The captain of my first 
company wanted me to get a virus test. I said I thought the idea behind resistance groups like 
the Wild Cats was to stop the jab and stupid virus tests. I refused and got dumped in the 
stockade for a month. I was out for only a few days before trouble struck again. Another officer 


said he wanted to use civilians as human shields, to sneak up on the enemy. I refused. The 
snarly-faced officer put a gun to my head. I told him to pull the trigger. Instead, he sent me 
back to the stockade. It was near the front, so I had to bury the dead every day for six months. 


After a few weeks, something peculiar happened. I saw the spirits leave their bodies. They took 
the form of tiny white swirling clouds. Every spirit was different. Some clouds drifted slowly 
up, others spun in a frenzy, some darted from one corpse to the next or from one grave to 
another as if they were lost or searching for something, some sat on the roof of the stockade or 
flew into a cell, others wasted no time and shot straight up into the sky. I got used to it after a 
while. It was only when a few grunts were talking behind my back that I realized something 
else was up. ‘The dead ...’ a grunt said to me, ‘they follow you around.’ Then I started to see 
them, too. They sat on their graves or stood next to me as I was digging: their grey-green skin 
stretched on their emaciated bodies; their sad, lopsided faces staring at me. 


But the strangest thing happened a few days before I got out of the stockade. As I was lifting 
up a man’s body and putting it into a grave, the last hours of his life flashed before me: 
somewhere in a suburban neighbourhood with fires lighting up houses in the background; 
hooligans in black hoodies surrounding a dozen civilians, making them take the kneel, 
screaming that those who condemned paedophilia and bestiality on social network sites had to 
die. ‘It’s the new normal!’ one of the hooded goons yelled. “You are monsters who don’t 
support child liberty and equity!’ The goons beat the civilians with sticks until they were 
bloodied pulp, before the pink-haired lunatics moved in, many of them obese and frothing at 
the mouth. They danced on the bodies and bathed in the blood. I couldn’t stop shaking as I 
buried the corpse. It felt that whatever curse was upon the dead, I, too, had to bear. 


‘We don’t like you, Ditch,’ the snarly-faced captain addressed me when I finally got out of the 
stockade. ‘You’re not a team player. But the dead like you. Your only friends are the dead. 
Now you smell like them, too.’ 


<><><> 


Head towards the vultures, I thought. They were screeching louder. Aren’t they calling out to 
you? The sand sank beneath my boots as I moved towards them. I was counting the seconds, 
the minutes, the vultures in the sky becoming larger and clearer. Soon, one flew directly 
overhead. 


Then, when I came over a fold, I saw it. The evil of this world. And, conditioned by that evil, 
I knew instinctively it was something I couldn’t understand because it was structured that way: 
designed to play with your mind, to sow doubt about what was rational, and drive you insane. 


Give me insanity or give me death! 


The tree stood alone, black against the colourless sky, a straight trunk with crooked, angular 
branches devoid of leaves. Hundreds of tiny children’s shoes hung from the branches by their 
shoelaces. 


Hundreds more of them were scattered around the vicinity of the tree. What evil trick was 
playing with my mind? An evil I could not comprehend. No appropriate vision I could form in 
my head. No human reason could think properly under this sight. Was this strange tree a 
microcosm of the bigger lie? 


One shoe was at my feet, half-buried in the sand. I picked it up and examined it. It was so tiny 
it fitted inside the palm of my hand. The blue and white leather was flaky under the sun and 
there were pink spots on it. [rubbed a spot and the powder mashed together and turned red on 
my fingertip. Was that blood? Tremors raced through my body, starting from the top of my 
head and coming out through my toes. I felt every tremor: each like a sheet of cold steel 
smashing against my bones. 


I closed my eyes and heard the thudding heartbeat in my head. Each throb turned into an electric 
pulse that beat harder and louder, searing my mind — the pulse turning into techno dance music 
— and in the darkness an image formed. The white-painted face of a half dazed five-year-old 
boy, nodding his head, the clown cackling and pointing his finger at him, long coils of dark 
hair hanging down the side of the clown’s face, the round red nose inches from the boy. ‘Come 
on, play the game! You’ll like the game!’ Each word from the clown was almost a scream, and 
the boy continuously nodded as if he approved — or had no choice — and his eyes, although 
looking near the clown, were staring at some point far away. 


I dropped the shoe. 


What evil force lies in the wind and air I breathe? That evil — it was one of the few truths that 
remained. The same evil force had taken control of this world and turned it into a wasteland, 
into dust. 


A trail of shoes led over a gentle slope. I followed it, my breath becoming shorter, my feet 
heavier with every step. I was sinking more into that dark abyss the further I walked. The 
vultures circled overhead. One more shoe and then another leading me on, leading me to God 
knows where. I was born in hell. And there I would remain. Now was the time I would suffer. 
God, please let me die, anything rather than discovering the truth. Give me the lies! Let me 
swim in them, live in them. Anything but the truth. Anything but a glimpse of the terror. 
Anything but to know the horror of this world. 


I saw the pit in the distance. I took slow steps towards it, my heart pounding. Sweat soaked my 
skin and dripped down my face. It seemed to take a long time, with each step more difficult. A 
vulture landed a few metres from me. It crouched, stuck its beak forward, and screeched loudly, 
glaring at me with large black vacant eyes. I stopped in front of the pit. A sick feeling was 
building up in my brain as I worked up the courage to look over the edge. I felt I would never 
be prepared for what I was about to see. The horrors of this world, exposed. 


My eyes travelled over the edge, and I looked into it. There were hundreds of bodies, little 
skeletons of children. Some bones had been smashed in. I bit my knuckle as it turned white and 
I forced back the tears. Some bodies had yet to decompose. Arms and legs were intertwined, 
bodies upon bodies, piled high. A nausea overpowered me. My eyes were heavy as I struggled 
to focus, the darkness burning into my soul. I raised my hands into the sky. Who had made the 
pact with the Devil? Why? Why had God forsaken this world? 


Hearing the roar of an engine, I looked up from the pit, startled. A buggy was approaching in 
the distance, along the cracked, concrete road. It turned sharply and headed my way, churning 
up the sand. There was the flapping of wings as the vultures scattered. I got down behind a 
dune and heard the buggy come closer. It stopped next to the pit of dead children. Peering out 
from behind the dune, I saw two figures emerge from the buggy, one large and the other much 
shorter. They were taking out bodies of children from the back of the buggy and carrying them 
to the pit. 


I slunk down behind the dune and shuddered. My trembling knees were up against my chin. 
This was the moment. Gather the strength and take the leap, I said to myself. You have to face 
the Devil — the evil of this world. It’s now or never. I closed my eyes and bit my lip. Please, let 
the strength come.... What was there to lose? You’ll die out here, anyway. I took a deep breath 
and held tight every nerve in my body. Then I got up and walked casually towards them. 


‘Hey guys, what’s up?’ 


They were both in black surgical masks, had ammunition belts, and wore sacks over their torso 
embossed with the spider logo on the front and back. Surprised, they dropped the bodies and 
sprang for their weapons in the buggy. 


‘Who the hell are you?’ The first solider pointed his pump-action shotgun at me. He was 
measuring me up with a long nasty stare; his finger scratching the trigger. He was the same 
height as me — five-foot, nine — but I was more solidly built, whereas he was a slender figure 
with a thin ovoid face and a small pointy nose sticking out above his face mask. 


‘Just a wanderer passing through,’ I said in an assured voice, ‘looking for some food and drink. 
Could you be kind to give me some?’ 


The soldier in front of me turned to the other, much larger trooper behind him who had been 
slower to get his shotgun and still hadn’t bothered to point it at me. His face was cut up so 
badly it was a wonder he could see through the lumps of dead rubbery flesh that had congealed 
on his face. He grunted unintelligible words. 


“Whadda-yer doin’ out here?’ the slender man growled and leaned closer, the shotgun shaking 
in his hands. ‘No one is supposed to be out here. You get the virus if you stay out here too long. 
You ain’t got it, do you?’ 


‘No, I’m by myself. You can’t get the virus if you’re by yourself. Everyone knows that. Sure 
am hungry and thirsty, though. Could you spare any for me?’ 


The first soldier lowered his weapon. ‘Terracon One is down that way,’ he said, pointing to the 
horizon. ‘Follow that road. It’s ten clicks away. Say you’re an immigrant and they’ll let you 
through.’ 


“You guys will give me a ride there, won’t you?’ 


‘Hell no, why should we do that?’ The troop flinched his tiny nostrils as he waved his shotgun. 
‘Get the hell out of here!’ 


I looked at the four bodies of the children they had dumped next to the pit. “Looks like you’ve 
been having some fun with the kids?’ I grinned. 


“Yeah, we’ve been having a lot of fun.’ The first troop chuckled. His laughter turned into a fit 
smothered by his face mask. ‘It was a good party. These kids played the game.’ 


The one behind him snorted. They started throwing the bodies into the pit. 


‘Hey, that one’s still moving,’ I said, alarmed. 


One body lying on the edge of the pit was choking; life had crept back into his lungs. About to 
pick him up, the troops froze and looked at the boy puzzled. My mouth dropped open and my 
eyes widened. Oh, my God! That face. It was the boy in my vision from a moment ago. He had 
the same white paint covering his face. A rage was building in me, a fire I had to control. 


I composed myself and said: ‘Maybe I can have a bit of fun with him since I missed out on the 
party.’ 


The large, cumbersome troop twisted his spine as he released a burst of roaring laughter. He 
stepped closer, his eyes bulging over the fat folds of dead flesh on his face. 


‘Oh, yeah?’ The smaller troop sniggered. ‘What can you do to him?’ 


‘I could finish him off, blast a large hole in his head, and lick up the brains.’ I forced the grin 
on my face. ‘That’ll earn a ride to the city, don’t you think?’ 


The cumbersome man grunted, lifted the large folds on his body and nodded with approval. 


‘That sounds good! Wouldn’t mind seeing that!’ The smaller man’s smirk was evident under 
his face mask. His thin nose was twitching as he passed me his shotgun. ‘You might want to 
join our team,’ he said. ‘We’re in the Spider Zone of Terracon One. We’re undermanned and 
are supposed to get new recruits, but the Realm haven’t sent us any.’ 


‘Oh yeah? That sounds good.’ It was a 12-guage shotgun. I cranked it open, saw that it was 
fully loaded, and then shut it. 


Hearing the excitement of the two troops, I pointed the weapon at the little boy’s head. His face 
was trembling. One eye was looking at me. He was alive, aware. As the two troops were 
chuckling, I raised the shotgun and pulled the trigger, blasting a hole in the larger man’s head. 
He dropped dead amidst a shower of blood and brain tissue. Before the other soldier knew what 
was happening, I slid the pump forward to reload and shot him in the stomach. The force of the 
blast threw him backwards. He lay on the desert floor with blood pouring from his belly. 


I knelt and held the little boy in my arms. His tears were mixing with the paint on his face. 
Blood covered the bottom half of his body. My hands were soaked in blood. 


‘I’m not going to make it,’ the little boy whimpered. 
The boy’s skin felt cold; breath was coming out fast from his throat. 


“You’re going to a better place now.’ My words were faltering. ‘It will be paradise. Not much 
longer now.’ 


His eyes were blinking rapidly and the muscles on his face were twitching. 


I felt helpless. There was nothing I could do for him. I couldn’t just watch him die. The only 
thing I could think of was to sing. Bitterly, I began: ‘Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that 
saved a wretched like me. I was lost, but now am found, was blind but now I see.’ 


I looked deeply into his eyes and brushed his hair back. There was still a glimmer of light in 
the black orb of the pupils. 


“You'll be departing soon, getting out of the hell of this demonic world. It’s a big positive. 
Think of it like that.’ 


He slowly nodded. 


‘Not long to go now....’ I pressed my lips and tightened my eyes to force back the tears. As I 
rocked his head, sweat from his hair soaked my fingers. I sang: ‘It was grace that caught my 
heart to fear, and grace my fears relieved. How precious did that grace appear, the hour I first 
believed.’ 


He was losing focus in his eyes. The black pupils were contracting, the light diminishing from 
them. His breath was coming in tiny gasps. 


‘Who did this to you?’ 


He shifted one eye and was looking straight at me. ‘The Fat Clown,’ he whispered. My body 
stiffened. I had heard of him. He was the chief commander of Terracon One. The boy choked 
once more, and then lay limp in my arms. 


I put his body, and the other ones, into the pit, then walked awkwardly to the buggy, my steps 
wavering in the heat. I found a water bottle and drank it. Sunlight stung my eyes as I viewed 
the broken, concrete road that disappeared in a vanishing point towards Terracon One. I took 
the sack with the spider emblems from the smaller troop, found a face mask in the buggy, and 
put them on. I dumped the weapons and ammunition in the back seat. 


As I got in, I caught a glimpse through the rear-view mirror of a small cloud of mist rising from 
the pit. It spun around and then disappeared behind the small cluster of sand dunes to the side. 
A tremor raced through me. That was the boy, I knew it. Why don’t you go up to heaven? I 
thought. Why won’t the angels take him? I drove onto the road, and headed towards the city. 


Chapter Two 


The wind was blowing hard against my face. The sun was beating down, scorching me. The 
face mask offered protection and stopped me from swallowing the desert sand. As I drove 
along, Terracon One rose out of the desert in the distance. The outpost, six miles in diameter, 
was trapped between the desert and the sickly, lifeless sea, a savage place defiant under the 
burning sun. In Terracon One you pledged allegiance to the Realm, and its main headquarters 
was in the black towers of the Central Zone. Those fortifications rose high above the city wall 
and dominated the washed-out skyline. Ugly and congested, they had spawned like hideous, 
charred trees. One was oblong-shaped, another resembled a dagger stabbing the sky. 


No need to die and go to hell, I thought. Hell was right here and I was heading straight towards 
it. Mankind’s throat had been cut long ago and its blood had long since soaked into the desert 
sand. Judgement Day had counted everyone among the dead. 


The stench of human waste grew stronger the closer I got to the city. The perimeter wall was 
coming into view, shimmering in the sun like a long silver bar. The taller, shabby buildings of 
the outer zones were visible, their windows glistening in the sunlight. Another concrete road 
veered off to the right. It led to a bridge with a sewerage outlet and shrubbery underneath it. I 
parked the buggy under the bridge and hid it in the bushes, slung an ammunition belt over my 
shoulder, picked up a shotgun, and walked the last two kilometres to the city. 


As I got closer, the stench was overpowering. Then I heard the blast of the bullhorn from inside 
the city: ‘Keep inside the perimeter. Keep away from the Dead Zone. There you will catch the 
virus. Stay in your safe space. Stay within the perimeter and wear your mask.’ 


I walked past mountains of trash that had piled up outside the city, some ten metres high, and 
came to the concrete wall. Coils of barbed wire lined the top. I spotted the sentry box with the 
‘Spider Autonomous Zone’ sign above it and headed towards it. With the shotgun firm in my 
grip, I quickened my pace. The guard stared at me and raised his fist. I raised mine. ‘Hail, 
Satan,’ I said, and strutted confidently through. Then I stopped and gasped. 


A sea of shanties lay before me, hundreds of them, draped in black netting. They had spread 
like wildfire to the edges of the city where some were swallowed up by the sand. The sun 
reflected intense white off their corrugated-iron roofs. I walked past huts and tents where grimy 
faces peered out. The stench of human waste caused me to dry retch. It would take me a while 
to get used to the dreadful smell. The black netting overhead was supposed to offer protection 
against the virus. Coming to the first multi-story buildings, I was met with a scene of decay. 
The rundown apartments were covered with graffiti and the usual slogans like ‘Freedom’, 
‘Equity’, ‘Beautiful Spider Zone,’ and one that filled me with dread ‘Death to white people.’ 


I entered the street. A cluster of people were sitting on the pavement shooting heroin into their 
arms. Next to them was a hungry-looking, unkempt man releasing his bowels into the gutter. 
Across the road, to my utter astonishment, a couple were making love on the pavement, their 
bodies wiggling in ecstasy. Pedestrians were ignoring them. Scattered along the street were 
more tents and piles of rubbish. A Spider trooper was patrolling with his AK-47. He took a 
glance at me. 


The propaganda blared out over a bullhorn: ‘Protocol One: Might is right, our right lies in 
governing men through force. Academic discourse is to be replaced with violence and terror. 
You must submit to the new order, the new authority.’ 


I walked near two Spider troopers sharing a cigarette on the pavement, one with spiked pink 
hair above his face mask and the other, slightly shorter one, with curly lime-coloured hair that 
maybe was a clown’s wig. 


‘One of the Wildcat rebels from the battle for the weather modification facility escaped and is 
on the loose,’ the pink-haired one said. 


I stopped, realizing they were talking about me. My muscles tightened and I felt a thickness in 
the throat. Then I heard the trooper with the lime-coloured wig reply: ‘They got their 
commander, though.’ The sweat was heavy on my skin. Harry would be held in the Realm 
Precinct now. God only knows what torture he’d have to endure? I thought. They’ll be roughing 
him up good in the Central Zone. 


‘They’ll be roughing him up good in the Central Zone,’ the one with the pink hair said. 


My body seized. The air was hot and heavy, compressing my lungs as if someone had punched 
me in the gut. That trooper had said the same words I had been thinking. How was that possible? 
Every exact word. Play it cool, I thought. I turned and grinned at them. They nodded back. 
Shrugging it off, I carried on, quickening my pace. 


Further along the street, half a dozen Spider troopers had trapped a woman against a boarded- 
up shop front. She was young and slender with a sickly-white face. ‘She’s not wearing a mask 
— she’s infected! She’ll spread it to all of us!’ One trooper grabbed her long hair. They pushed 
and shoved her, then threw her into the gutter where they kicked and beat her. When one of the 
spider troopers unbuckled his trousers, I gasped. Another had taken out his knife. 


The sound of buzzing flies was in me and my head spun, not only because of the abuse the 
woman had to endure but also my sense of shame and guilt and the hopelessness of the situation 
I was in. My disquiet increased as her screams grew, with one of the goons yelling at her, his 
accusatory hysterical admonishment of ‘You’re a selfish whore, spreading the virus!’ The 
sound of buzzing flies increased as I turned and walked away, gripping my shotgun and holding 
back the tears. I could hear their laughter intertwined with her desperate struggles. Finally, her 
sobs turned to a gargle as she took her last breath. Struggling to keep in a straight line, I 
somehow reached the other side of the road. 


Propaganda once again blared out over a bullhorn: ‘Protocol Two: Happiness is achieved 
through obedience, and owning nothing is the key to happiness. Righteousness is handing over 
everything to a central authority. Less is more. We require servile obedience.’ 


Suddenly, I heard trumpets and cheering. The sonic boom of loud dance music sent electronic 
pulses into the air that thudded into my brain. When the procession turned the corner, a hundred 
people met me: half-naked, covered in body paint, holding up their rainbow flags. Many held 
a child’s hand or sat a child on their shoulders. The children’s ages ranged from two upwards. 
I felt squeamish and shivered. I had heard about this event but couldn’t imagine ever seeing it 
live. It was the Pedo Parade. 


Each child was starry-eyed as if some inner sense told them it was wrong, but their conscious 
mind could do nothing about it. This was their reality and they had to accept it, had to approve 
of it, albeit unwittingly. 


There was one man with a grey beard under his face mask and naked from the waist up. His 
chest was covered in paint and he wore a chained necklace with each link a different colour. 
He had on a yellow hat with an erect penis sticking out of the side, a penis of every colour 
under the rainbow. Behind him was the purple man. Fluffy purple cotton was draped over his 
shoulder like a cloud, and he was adorned with a flower ring, silver bracelet, and purple gloves; 
and he waved a purple fan. 


Two men, naked except for rainbow-coloured socks and plain white sneakers, were showing 
off their hairy buttocks, painted potbellies, and penises. They held the hands of a little boy who 
walked between them. On the t-shirts of others following them was printed: ‘Be queer! Be a 
slut! That is your pleasure. That is your human right.’ 


Two men were standing on a street corner, their lips sealed in a long passionate kiss. They were 
naked except for underpants and sneakers. They were feeling the flesh of their rippling muscles, 
pressing their groins together, and rubbing their hands over each other’s buttocks. 


Some children burst into tears, others hardly flinched. Some looked around and nodded as if 
they had accepted their new reality by convincing themselves that it was right. 


An eight or nine-year-old boy stood in front of me wearing a red linen frock. His eyes had dark 
eye shadow and were staring into space beyond me. He had on a curly blond wig that trailed 
down his back with flowers on top. 


Then came the clowns — their frizzled hair, long linen dresses, powdered-white faces, and red 
clown noses above their masks. A group of them was holding up a massive ten-metre-long 
penis above their heads and carrying it along the street. One group had their arms interlocked. 
Another group was holding the hands of children. 


The techno music was blasting in my ears — a mad, thumping boom in my head. A clown had 
the Devil’s horns sticking out of his multi-coloured frizzled hair. Another was holding up a 
pink plastic penis and squirting water from its tip into his mouth. Another had on a pink cowboy 
hat and was playing with his pierced nipples as he strutted along. He had a hole in his pants 
with his cock flopping out of it. 


‘Our love is strong! Don’t deny our love! Love is joy!’ a group of clowns chanted as one. 
How proud they were, I thought. But wasn’t pride one of the greatest sins? 


As I left the Pedo Parade and walked further into the zone, the propaganda bullhorn issued yet 
another protocol. ‘Protocol Three: Instability of society is righteous, we will break down all 
social norms and replace them with turmoil and terror, destroy the pillars and fabric of society, 
no more family or religion nor education. You can wallow in the ensuing chaos.’ 


I had to eat; hunger pangs were gnawing my insides. Walking to the nearest house and getting 
no reply, I kicked in the door and walked up the dimly lit stairs to the third floor. I knocked on 
the only door on the landing and a voice from inside said: ‘Come in’. I entered a dark room, lit 
only by a tiny sliver of sunlight making a beam of light on the floorboards. 


A couple stepped out of the darkness. I pointed the shotgun at them. They were elderly. The 
man wore a white singlet showing off his hairy shoulders. His short, stout body was trembling 
but his round face, under a balding head, was still. His mouth hung down in a frown from under 
a small pyramid moustache and his large eyes were set in deep circles. He put his trembling 
hands to his face, closed his eyes, and gestured in a praying motion. He thought I was one of 
the brutes from outside. The woman towered over him; her robust, masculine arms and legs set 
off by a plump waist. Her blank gaze burnt into me with puffed-out cheeks red hot and flapping. 


I heard a woman’s scream coming through the wall next door. My eyes shifted sideways. From 
the adjoining building, men were shouting and laughing like savage brutes. 


I took my face mask off, stuffed it in my pocket, and lowered the shotgun. ‘I’m hungry,’ I said. 
‘I need something to eat. Could you help me?’ 


The couple breathed a sigh of relief. The man took his hands away from his face and looked at 
me in surprise. ‘Of course,’ he said, his palm outstretched. ‘Sit at the table.’ The robust woman 
nodded frantically in agreement. 


I sank into the chair and stretched out my legs under it. The woman heated food on the stove 
and placed a bowl and spoon in front of me. I looked up at her and smiled. Her blank eyes had 
turned soft. 


There was more screaming and shouting from next door and a long screeching moan. I closed 
my eyes and tried to shut it out. When I opened them again, a jolt struck my chest and pushed 
me back on the chair. 


At the end of the table, opposite me, she was sitting silently and still; the woman who was 
raped and murdered on the street a moment ago. She was young and pale with long scattered 
hair and blood caked on her face. She was staring at me with sadness in her eyes. Why are you 
here? I thought. 


Her lips didn’t move but a voice came to me in my mind: Don’t be afraid. I blinked and she 
was gone. 


Chicken, potatoes, and vegetables were put on the table. My eyes widened, the couple staring 
curiously at me. ‘I haven’t eaten anything this good in ages,’ I said, and scarfed it down. 


The couple smiled. They were doing their best to ignore the sounds from next door. 

‘This is so good.’ I forced a smile as my teeth ground the food. ‘I'll pay you back for this.’ 
The husband and wife turned and looked at each other in surprise. I stopped eating and 
wondered if I had said something wrong. I ate more slowly. Their expressions were cautious 


as they studied me. 


“You’re not one of them.’ The husband leaned closer; his pyramid moustache bristled above 
his top lip. 


I continued eating and tried to ignore him. The buttered potato was melting in my mouth. 


‘I know it — I can see it in your eyes,’ he said. “You don’t have the darkness in your eyes like 
them. I can see light in them.’ 


The wife was leaning forward, her face unmoving, her eyes digging into me. 


There was shouting from downstairs. Abruptly, I dropped my knife and fork. The gang who 
had been ravaging the woman next door had entered the building, searching for more prey. I 
stood up and reached for my shotgun. Hurrying down a flight of stairs, I saw the gang of Spider 
troops on the first floor. 


‘I’ve got this building covered!’ I shouted from the second floor. I counted five of them. They 
acknowledged me and walked out. 


I returned to the third-floor apartment and resumed my meal. 


‘Thank you,’ the man said, his voice shaky. Tears trickled down the face of the woman as she 
smiled at me. 


I shrugged my shoulders and glanced at them, the knife and fork frozen in my hands. Thank 
me? I frowned. For what? For letting that woman get raped and murdered outside. I dropped 
my gaze and continued eating. 


‘Do you know about the revolt?’ the husband asked. 
‘The what...?’ I looked up from my meal. 


‘The revolt has been planned. The police station at the end of the road — that’s the first target. 
We’re going to attack it in two days, at 5:00 pm. Will you be in on it?’ 


I swallowed the food and looked hard at him. 


‘Were going to take the Spiders down and take over the zone. Other zones are coordinated to 
attack simultaneously. Then we’ll head for the Realm Precinct.’ 


“What about weapons?’ I asked, wiping my mouth with a cloth. 


‘We've got a stack of them. The Alliance has been supplying us. We’ve got missile launchers 
and machineguns. We’re going to take down the Realm!’ 


The Alliance? Fuck the Alliance, I thought, chewing my food. The factions were at each other’s 
throats and all but wiped out anyway. And if you questioned orders like me, you’d get dumped 
in the stockade. I didn’t say a word and finished my meal. 


The wife took the dishes away. I got up, walked to the window, and stared outside. The body 
of the young woman who had been raped and murdered a short while ago lay on the street. A 
couple of clowns from the Pedo Parade stood around her. They hadn’t finished with her yet. 


Then I noticed it: her spirit perched on the roof on the boarded-up shop in front of the corpse 
and looking down at it. The small white cloud was rising a couple of feet and falling in a 
continuous motion, then it spun around and disappeared. It hadn’t gone up towards heaven. I 
frowned, thinking that was odd. 


Further back, shanties and tents spread out under the black netting towards the perimeter wall. 
Oblong-shaped buildings, pyramid structures, and cylindrical buildings stood out from the 
Central Zone — or Realm Precinct — and were enclosed by a massive concrete wall mounted 


with gun turrets. I thought of Harry imprisoned within those walls. Beyond the Realm Precinct, 
I saw a chopper lift off from the airbase, and further back was the Industrial Zone that produced 
armaments. 


I looked down the end of the street to my right and saw the police station with the two flags on 
the roof: the Spider flag and the Realm one. A gust of wind stretched the Realm flag. It had a 
black sun against a blood-red backdrop and twenty lightning flashes that pointed inwards 
towards the sun, each lightning flash signifying a protocol of the Realm. 


The propaganda blared out, breaking the moment of silence: ‘Protocol Four: Become a blind, 
raging mob! Seek who you wish to destroy and purge them! Your crimes will be secret and 
hidden from all. Do what you will. Make your will powerful and strong. Seek out purity for 
destruction. Make beauty an ugly thing and what is clean, soil it. This will create endless 
happiness.’ 


I turned and watched the woman clear the table and tidy up. ‘Have you got a place to sleep?’ 
She pointed to a door. ‘You can use that room.’ 


Another room next to it was open. As I walked past it, I peeked inside. A young woman, 
possibly in her late teens, was sleeping on a bed. 


‘That’s our daughter.’ The father approached me with his head lowered and closing his sad, 
droopy eyes. “‘She’s gone.’ 


I screwed my eyes as I looked at him. ‘What do you mean?’ 

He raised his head. ‘Well, she’s still here in body — but her soul has gone.’ 

I glanced inside the room. She had a thin body and a mass of tangled dark hair that hid her face. 
‘They often come for her,’ the father croaked. 

I didn’t want to ask questions. I didn’t want to know. 

Then her eyes sprang open and when she noticed me she released a scream so horrendous I 
thought the walls would cave in and bury me. I shut the door and drew in my breath. She 
screamed louder; it was even more dreadful. My body was shaking. 


‘I tried to warn you,’ the father said; he shook his head and walked away. 


The mother moved surprisingly quickly, burst through the door, and helped to calm her. 
Drained of energy, I went into the other room, had a quick wash and fell into a deep sleep. 


<><><> 
THREE DAYS BEFORE 
‘Next time you come into my office, clean your fucking boots.’ 


From behind his desk, the commanding officer stared at me with deep penetrating eyes and his 
back straight; his fingers formed a box shape on the surface. Colonel Harry Fraggot had on his 


clean and pressed olive green military uniform. His square shoulders set off his rectangular 
face and matching goatee. His immaculate ginger hair, rising an inch above his scalp, could be 
framed with a set square, so straight and immoveable it was. 


‘This is a holy war,’ he said. “You can’t fight this war. You shouldn’t even be in our army.’ 


I squirmed in my chair, avoiding eye contact. It was night and thunder roared outside. 
Raindrops were glistening on the window behind the colonel. A huge fat bible sat on his desk. 
The office was tiny, cramped, and dark. The overpowering stench of detergent burnt into my 
nostrils. In the corner was a bucket and mop. 


My eyes shifted to the world map on the wall. Africa and Asia were blanked out. Life there 
had been extinguished. Several factions were holding their ground against the Realm in Europe, 
but were often fighting for territory amongst themselves. The entire western side of the Terra 
continent, which had been North America, was blanked out. It was a wasteland. But the eastern 
side was painted yellow, representing the Realm, with a few green spots that denoted the 
factions of the Alliance, including the Wild Cats. Those green spots were shrinking more every 
time I saw the map. If the Realm took over the Terra continent, which looked increasingly 
likely, they would move on to Europe and wipe out the factions there, then the world would be 
in their iron grip. 


I kept my head low but raised my eyes a little. The colonel’s tiny lips puckered as he spoke: 
‘Any sin, any sign of weakness ... the Devil will know. The Devil will use you like a tool and 
turn you against us. Look at the Zealots! We can only have the best of the best in our regiment. 
A dozen priests from the Drew Faction arrived last night for the coming battle. They’re the best 
exorcists we could find in the whole Terra continent. Father Ralph is among them. He’s got 
Irish blood in him but says he hasn’t sinned for thirty years. That’s the kind of warrior we 
need.’ 


His diatribe filled me with a heaving desire to throw up. I wanted to cough but held it in, 
swallowing the ball of mucus that had congealed in my throat. On the eve of battle, the last 
thing I wanted to hear was another soul-destroying speech from a goddamn superior officer. 


‘We’re attacking the weather modification facility at ten hundred hours tomorrow. The enemy 
hooks up the local sewerage to their cloud making machines, and they literally piss on us. Next, 
theyll be producing hurricanes and tornadoes to wipe out our settlements. We have to take it 
down.’ 


There I was, about to enter a battle, but rather than being stirred by a pre-battle speech, the 
overwhelming feeling of exhaustion and revulsion filled me with despair. The more I had to 
listen to the colonel, the sicker and more exhausted I became. 


‘I have to demote you,’ he interjected matter-of-factly. “You can't be in an elite regiment, and 
certainly not in one for the upcoming battle. Your mere presence is enough to weaken it.’ 


Go on, I thought. Js that all you’ve got to say? As if you really know me, Colonel. Trying to 
keep my face expressionless, I stared at him but felt my cheeks quiver and a tear was forming 
behind my eye. Go on! Don’t stop there. Let it all out! 


‘Look at you — you sleep with whores. You drink every day. You’ve spent more time in the 
stockade than at the front. You’ve got no wife, no family ... nobody, only yourself. You’re a 


desolate man. Easy for the Devil to take control of, easy for the Devil to possess. I’ve seen it 
happen a lot.’ Harry snapped his fingers. ‘The Devil can turn you into a Zealot in a flash.’ 


I slumped back in my chair, my shoulders sagging, wanting to roll into a ball, wanting to make 
myself small. My face was glowing hot but my eyes were cold. 


“You were born a sinner, you are a sinner, and will die one. There’s no hope for you....’ The 
colonel shook his head. ‘What made you that way, Ditch? No care in the world, huh? The only 
care you have is for yourself. Drink beer, fuck, and wear your dirty boots. That’s all that matters 
to a guy like you.’ 


I sat tight-lipped, feeling the redness bore into my face. 


‘Fuck one here, another one there. I’ve heard you don’t even pay them a tip.’ He paused, 
unmoving in his chair, staring at me with his solemn expression. ‘What else? Get drunk. You 
even take drugs, I know it. You’re the bad boy. Anything to relieve your sorrowful state, your 
pitiful existence. You’re supposed to be a soldier in the Army of God. Can you believe that? I 
have to tell you, Ditch — you’re more of a liability than an asset. So ... what have you got to 
say for yourself?’ 


The muscles on my face tightened. Now it was my turn to speak? I always said the wrong thing 
at times like this, making matters worse, always saying something to upset a superior officer. 
Even if that officer was already upset, I would upset him more. 


‘I didn’t ask to be here,’ I said. ‘It’s the end of the world. I didn’t know there was a certain way 
to act.’ 


‘No one asked to be here!’ Harry shot back, his ginger hair seemingly on fire. 
‘Listen, Harry....’ 
‘It’s colonel...’ 


‘Shut up, Harry, it’s my time to speak.’ I leaned forward, no longer bothered to watch every 
word. ‘I’m here to fight, that’s all. Put a gun in my hand and P11 do the best I can. If you don’t 
like it, then fuck you, and fuck your army. I'll go over to the White Hats....’ 


‘The White Hats!’ Harry screamed with laughter. ‘What a joke! I didn’t know that faction still 
existed.’ 


‘They’re still around.’ My shoulders sagged as I let out a sigh and slumped in my chair. The 
White Hats were the strongest group before the Faction Wars but had waited too long to act 
against the Realm, let them get stronger and ultimately failed to bring them down. On top of 
that, their ancient bloodline had gotten wiped out. 


‘No one believes the White Hats anymore.’ Harry smirked, his teeth glaring under his flaming 
red hair. ‘What a joke they are!’ 


‘They did a lot of damage,’ I said. ‘They took out the tunnels and underground bases around 
the world.’ 


‘But not here in the eastern Terra continent.’ Harry’s eyes burned with resentment. ‘Not here 
where the Cabal are the strongest.’ 


I shifted uneasily in my chair. 


‘The less said about them the better.’ Harry scratched his goatee as he held up a document and 
waved it. ‘Anyway, I’ve signed the order — I’m transferring you to the mercenary regiment. 
They’re more your type. Lots of adulterers and whoremongers there, heck, even a few 
murderers. You’ll be at home. We’ll be ordering you into battle first — you can be the cannon 
fodder. We won’t need you after the battle.’ 


My face was trapped in a snarl that seemed permanent. 


‘Don’t bother running off to the White Hats,’ he said. ‘As far as I’m aware, they are still 
signatories to the Alliance. They’ll shoot you for desertion, and we’ll shoot you as well if you 
disobey this order.’ 


I watched him waving the document with glee plastered on his face. My stomach had turned 
so much that spittle had formed on my lips. 


‘Now get the fuck out of here! I’m done with you.’ Harry picked up the big fat bible on his 
desk. ‘I’ve got to pray before battle. Get back to the bar where you belong.’ 


‘One last drink before battle,’ I said as I got up, trying to keep my composure, but there was a 
quiver in my voice. ‘I'll be thinking of you and your stupid prayer when I have it ... Harry.’ 


He slammed the bible down on his desk with sudden force and bent forward, flaying his arms 
like an octopus, his face redder than his short-cropped hair and goatee. ‘Every time I see you I 
want to puke!’ I heard him bellow as I walked out the door. ‘You’re a curse on this army. A 
curse on the Alliance. Get the hell out of my sight!’ 


Chapter Three 


I walked along the road towards the police station on the corner, gathering pace. My muscles 
were tight as my eyes were scanning left and right. The morning sun made the street blistering 
hot. I had on my black face mask and wore the sack with the spider emblem on the front and 
back with the ammunition belt strapped around my waist. The shotgun was swinging by my 
side. On the road, people stole glances at me and got out of my way. 


The police station was coming closer. Adrenaline was racing through me and my face was 
stern. Face up to the Devil, I thought. No mistakes. Look for the Devil while he was looking 
for you. He wouldn’t be expecting that. Take strength in your strides. Don’t slow down. Trust 
your gut, play the Devil’s game. Play your game and you lose. You must meet the Devil head- 
on and make him a friend of yours. Do whatever you’ve got to do to trap him. But keep that 
fire in you subdued. Snare the Devil and then go for the kill, but not a moment too soon. Any 
indecision and they’ll know. Any uncertainty and they’ ll kill you. 


A drug addict sitting in the gutter looked at me with unclear eyes, then slumped forward with 
his face hanging down. A woman next to him was injecting a needle into her arm. She raised 
her thin, pasty-white face and gave me an odd look. Behind her, a comatose body was lying on 
the pavement with a needle injected in the outstretched arm. Pedestrians had to step over him. 


‘Look out for him.’ I heard the brittle voice of a pedestrian, his wary eye upon me. ‘He’ll kill 
you quick and easy — no hesitation.’ 


A man next to him looked at me with spaced-out eyes, seeing in my presence life or death. I 
gave them a hard stare and moved on. 


At the end of the road, I steeled myself standing in front of the police station; then breathed 
deeply, swung the door open, and walked fast and confidently through. I sat at an empty desk, 
put my shotgun on it, and put my feet up on another chair. The other two desks were cluttered 
with plastic coffee cups, files, and papers. Two Spider troopers — the ones I had seen yesterday 
— were sitting behind them: one with the spiked pink hair and the other with the lime green 
curly hair. They had their masks off and were staring at me with a mix of surprise and caution. 


I tore my face mask off and let it hang on one ear, then showed them my fist. ‘Hail, Satan,’ I 
said. 


‘Hail, Satan.’ The one with the lime-coloured curly hair studied me silently with his mouth 
hanging down. His face was round and lumpy like a rotten peach. He glanced at the other troop 
and then back at me. ‘Where have you come from?’ he asked. 


‘I’m the new recruit.’ I grinned. ‘Got transferred from the Chaz Zone.’ 
“We’ve been expecting a new recruit,’ the one with the pink hair interjected. 


“You'll be looking forward to the ritual tomorrow night?’ the curly green-haired one said with 
a heightened voice of excitement and his round, lumpy face more relaxed. His mouth was 
askew as he smirked. 


‘Oh, hell yeah! Can’t wait for that.’ I breathed in, trying to make my voice sound natural and 
calm. 


“We’ve got a good batch of kids ready for that one,’ the pink-haired one said, bopping his head 
rapidly with a smile stretched across his face. 


‘Geez, where do all these kids come from?’ I asked, raising my eyebrows. 


“You don’t know?’ The green-haired troop widened his eyes in surprise. ‘They’ve got them 
stored under the city.’ 


‘Under the city?’ I confirmed. 
‘Yeah, they breed them for specific purposes.’ 


‘I might eat one of them this time,’ the pink-haired one said, the smile stretching further across 
his face. 


“You haven’t eaten one of them before?’ The green-haired troop screwed his rotten-peach face 
as he glanced at him. 


‘No, never.’ 
‘Not even a sip of their blood?’ 
‘Uh-uh.’ The trooper shook his head. 


“Wait until you try that. It’ll make you high like nothing you’ve ever been before. Especially 
if the kids have been tortured. That makes their blood even better.’ 


A painful jolt ran through my belly. The fire was within me, burning hot. I braced every muscle. 
I couldn’t let the fire get out of control. My quivering hand hovered over the shotgun lying on 
the table. 


Another man stormed into the office from the adjoining room. Wearing a short sleeve black 
shirt, he was tall, broad-shouldered, had arms and legs like logs of wood and clearly liked to 
throw those arms around. He had an older, worn face burnt dark brown by the sun, and short- 
cropped sandy hair. ‘Whadda-you guys sitting around here doin’ nothing?!’ the team leader 
blasted with authority. Then he pointed at me. “You — the new guy, come into the other room. 
There’s a lot of work to do.’ 


I sprang up from my chair and followed him into the other room. It was narrow and shaded 
with the blinds drawn. My eyes darted around. Computers were on tables that spanned the 
length of the room. There was a weapons rack on the far wall with automatic rifles and hand 
grenades. I heard the clatter of the overhead fan. 


“You can help us out with the history records,’ the team leader said, his voice more subdued. 
‘Tve been waiting forever for an extra hand.’ 


‘Okay,’ I said, nodding. 


The computers were switched on and I sat in front of one of them. 


‘This is where we change history,’ the team leader said; he leaned on a table and folded his 
arms. 


My hands froze above the keyboard. ENTER PASSWORD came up on the screen. I looked up 
at the team leader with a baffled expression. 


“Type Renegade. It’s the same password for every computer in the Realm to open every file. 
But tell no one that.’ He smiled curtly. ‘That’s our little secret.’ 


‘Oh, that makes it easy. Why Renegade?’ I asked. 


‘Because that’s what the governments of the old world were.’ The team leader let off a chuckle 
that sounded both smug and hysterical. “They fooled everyone with their business suits, fancy 
smiles, and virtue signalling. The masses fell for it like sheep. But really the governments were 
renegades. That’s what they even called themselves, well, in private anyway.’ 


I typed in Renegade. 


The team leader stepped towards me and peered over my shoulder. He spoke gently and 
instructively: ‘Type in Re-history.’ 


I did that and a data base with hundreds of files opened. 

‘Now, go to Search and enter Terracon One.’ 

After I did that, the commander leaned closer over my shoulder. ‘Look at those folders on the 
left,’ he said, ‘see if you can rewrite them. We’re working on rewriting the history of the Spider 
Zone — all autonomous zones of Terracon One, but the Spider Zone is our prerogative.’ 


‘I don’t know what to do,’ I said. ‘How am I supposed to know what to do?’ 


‘It’s pretty easy,’ he assured. “You’ll get the hang of it. Just a couple of simple rules. Write the 
opposite of what you read.’ 


I raised my eyebrows. 


‘That’s all there is to it.’ He leaned his tall frame against the table again and folded his arms, 
then looked down at me and grinned. ‘Mirror-mirror.’ 


I spotted him out of the corner of my eye. ‘Mirror-mirror,’ I said. 

‘Just choose any folder on the left — copy, paste, and rewrite. Make us look good.’ 

‘Okay.’ I breathed in hard and then exhaled; my fingers were twitching above the keyboard. 
‘If you can’t change anything bad, just blame it on the enemy.’ 

‘Which enemy? One of the factions?’ 

“You can use them, but try and blame the white people first, the white supremacists.’ 


‘But most of us are white?’ 


“Yeah, well, that doesn’t matter. It’s not the colour of your skin, it’s your ideology.’ He glanced 
at me with a bit of uncertainty. “We apologize for being white. You know that, right?’ 


‘Oh, yeah, of course.’ I turned and eyed him confidently. ‘Every day I say I’m sorry for being 
a white man.’ 


He sank his shoulders inward and leaned closer to the screen. ‘Check those files on the right. 
They’re already completed. You can see examples of how we rewrote history with those ones.’ 


I nodded. 
‘Good.’ He slapped his thighs. ‘Well, PI leave you to it then.’ 
The team leader strutted out of the room with a beaming, satisfied expression. 


I studied the screen, opened a file on the right and read an example of what I was supposed to 
do: 


<><><> 
TERRACON ONE 


Terracon One City was paradise on Earth — a haven for the downtrodden. It was the main 
headquarters of the Realm Empire. The poor, the minorities, the disadvantaged groups in 
society — here they were free from white-terror oppression — the white supremacists. Here they 
could live in peace, harmony, kindness, and love. Here they were equal — like the animals in 
nature. Roam and be free! Diversity and inclusion of all races were celebrated. It was a beautiful 
thing. They had lavish homes, steady jobs, made lots of money and traded at the markets. Inside 
the city, people were free from the dreaded virus that polluted the Dead Zone. All one had to 
do was obey the law of the Realm. And so they did, and they lived in peace, with no drugs or 
crime, and no terror of the evil white race. 


I closed the file and rubbed my chin. I could do that, I thought. Before I began, I went back to 
the Re-history data base and scrolled down the files until I saw one that caught my attention: 
EMERSON’S ESSAYS ON LOST HISTORY. Curiously, I opened it, spotted one titled THE 
GAME PLAN, and began to read: 


<><><> 
LOCATION: LOS ANGELES, DATE: 4 APRIL, 2034 


My name is Emerson. I don’t have much time. They are coming for me. I can hear the rioting 
and gunfire outside my house, and those sounds are getting louder. The Great Purge has begun. 
Armed gangs are stalking the streets. They are insane, screaming for bloodshed, wanting to 
‘spread their love’ they say. Already thousands have left the cities for the forests and 
countryside, but there they are hunted down. Even my own family and friends have turned 
against me. They have accused me of white privilege. For that there is only one sentence — 
death, in the most gruesome way possible. This is a record I want to leave behind ... to show 
how the terror began, the three-hundred-year game plan to bring the world into the grip of 
demonic evil. Let me begin: 


Your world is governed by a group of people you can’t imagine who work behind the scenes. 
They determine the survival of every empire and nation in the world. They have created a wall 
where they can hide behind. The wall is called Zion. And the Zionists are those who call 
themselves Jews but are not. And they pretend to be Jews but are not. 


In Russia, in the late 19" century, these Satanists incited pogroms against the Jews, but the 
Russian people didn’t fall for their trap. So they sent their own armies of thugs against the 
Jews, who got a few beatings and even a handful were murdered. That didn’t matter. In the 
history books a few years later, it was written that dozens of Jews were brutally raped and 
murdered. Whole villages were destroyed, it was reported. And after that — thousands! Millions 
of them! 


At the same time, the Satanists infiltrated universities and Jewish communities and incited them 
against the world, by stealing their minds with Satanic Marxist-leftist ideology, promising them 
freedom and equality after the vicious pogroms — all the trappings of the Devil. So the secret 
group had their wall to hide behind. Many Jews, with their minds stolen, were no longer men 
and women of God. They had become vicious, anti-human creatures of Satan whom were sent 
to all corners of the Earth, and were the meat shields of the secret rulers. But Jews who managed 
to stay true to God couldn’t escape from their families and peers who were programmed, so 
they also became a part of the defensive wall of the Satanists, and took the full brunt of 
mankind’s displeasure aimed against them. 


After the Satanists took over Russia in the early 20" century, they moved on to China, killing 
millions, and worked their way through Africa where famines, planned by them, killed millions 
more. Having infiltrated Western nations — the last strongholds of freedom and independence 
— they were ready to subjugate the rest of mankind. 


And they will rule with the protocols! They slowly encircled the human race, boiling it alive 
like a frog, slowly and methodically, until the frog didn’t realize it was being boiled and its 
skin slipped off. 


The same methods to incite Jews against the Russian Tsars were used in 1789 to turn the French 
people against their King and Queen, were used in other revolutions during the next two 
centuries, and then in the 21“ century to turn the world’s population against those who had 
caught on to their methods — the truth tellers. People’s minds were stolen by propaganda and 
the sweet words of liberty and equality from the politicians and celebrities and their virtue 
signalling — their hugs, kisses and smiles — and then their minds were replaced by Satanism: 
death to God — death to the truth. 


The French Revolution in 1789 was sixty years in advance planned by them. Since the late 
1720s, anti-Christian philosophers were promoted throughout Europe. Controlled opposition 
debated them in cafes but made sure they lost to further discredit Christianity. The 
Encyclopaedia Britannica, published in 1768, promoted false scientific beliefs and 
incorporated religious teaching into those ideals, further debasing Christianity and other major 
religions. Christians in particular were demonized as the ‘wretched’ or ‘barbarians’ of society, 
according to 17" century French ‘enlightened’ philosopher Voltaire; so when it came time for 
the French Revolution — after the monarchy and governmental institutions of that country had 
also been targeted — it was normal to sell out one’s own family members, and kill them, often 
by tearing them apart with one’s bare hands, as was the fate that befall the mutilated Princess 
de Lamballe, among others. 


Although the revolution succeeded in France, it ultimately failed because it was meant to occur 
in other European countries as well, as part of the World Revolution or Death of Mankind. But 
the terror was too brutal. The secret Cabal unleashed murderous criminals and psychopaths 
from around Europe and mercenary armies from northern Africa to terrorize the French people, 
tunnelling them through the port of Marseille and into towns the breadth and depth of the 
country, screaming liberty to hoodwink the masses, starting war with Germany, causing 
misery, and wiping out the flower of France. 


But their harsh methods made other governments of Europe cautious to adopt their agenda. It 
gave good people in those governments warning, so they built measures against the Cabal; so 
other rebellions — planned by the Satanists — failed. But their lesson had been learnt. In the 
future, they would be even more methodical in their methods. The World Revolution wouldn’t 
take sixty years — it would take three hundred! And only at the end, at one minute before 
midnight, would they pull off our masks and reveal who they truly were. 


But their protocols, unleashed on a wide scale against the unsuspecting French, have remained. 


The destruction of civilization is slow, methodical, and systematic. The higher classes are the 
backbone of civilization and need to be dismantled. Empires and nations prosper because of a 
middle and higher class. They raise the level of the poor and rein in the ruling, elite class and 
limit its control. The middle class won’t accept the squalor of the lower classes, nor the 
authoritarian rule of the elite, while the higher class, not under the yoke of the Satanists, creates 
business and jobs, therefore providing a living for the poor. These two classes are the stability 
of society, the backbone that holds it together. So to destroy civilization, one needs to destroy 
those two classes, be it the aristocracy in France; the Christians in Armenia; the landowners in 
Russia; the Catholics and clergy in Spain; the revisionists and elderly in China; the intellectuals 
in Cambodia; the xenophobes and white supremacists of Western nations, and so on. 


How do the secret rulers eliminate those middle and higher classes? They pretend to support 
the lower classes and minorities. They hide behind and promote them, to incite violence against 
the higher classes. That mob is turned into a blind and unreasonable force, controlled by the 
secret Cabal. 


If you look at the world as a whole, at the beginning of the 21* century, the white Christian 
people are that middle class, and that’s why the final war, as I am writing this, is against them; 
to bring them down first, and then other classes will tumble like dominoes. Then the plan of 
the secret rulers can be implemented — the complete degradation and destruction of mankind. 


To achieve this aim, they created divisions in society ... the blacks, the women, the Asians, the 
homosexuals — it’s everyone against the whites! But they didn’t stop there. They created 
division at every level, in every way imaginable. The Race War, the Sex War, old against 
young, those vaccinated against the virus and those who weren’t, Shia against Sunni, Catholic 
against Protestant, nations pitted against each other — all designed by them. Hate, fear, and 
division gave them control. As people destroyed themselves, they didn’t notice the evil designs 
of the secret rulers. 


Once these higher classes are disposed of, the secret rulers will take out other classes and 
minorities — the women, the blacks, the liberal-minded, the homosexuals, the transgender ... 
they will keep going down the list until those classes turn against each other and destroy each 
other. Then the Satanists will move on to nature and kill the trees, plants, and wildlife — 
everything! 


How were these divisions created? One method was to accuse a class of people — in particular 
white people, but anyone who opposed them — of racism. They created racism by teaching it. 
It was that simple. They told a child someone didn’t like them because of the colour of their 
skin. This installed fear in the minds of children which turned into distrust, and then into hate 
to protect oneself ... and a new generation of racists was born. But this ‘victimhood’ didn’t 
stop there. Victim Mentality, as the basis of Satanic dogma, infested all social groups, breeding 
hatred and resentment, turning normal people into pawns of the Devil. 


Another method of control was to rid gender to dehumanize the masses, so they were easier to 
subjugate. Throughout the world, sexes became fluid binaries, fused to create the endogenous 
non-gender being, or sex slave or production unit of the old Stalinist-Communist system. With 
gender roles undetermined, the youth were confused. As they entered puberty, they didn’t know 
whether to be gay or straight. That caused insanity, broke up families and destroyed that pillar 
of society. 


In addition, with the confusion of gender roles and ensuing war against men in the media, the 
male was feminized. Any strong action was viewed as toxic masculinity, or having overbearing 
male pride; so when it came time to stand up for their families and communities — especially 
at this time of the Great Purge — men have been shamed and rendered powerless. 


Now you know their game plan, the way they operated and controlled the masses. This didn’t 
happen overnight. It had been in operation for centuries, carefully and systematically at first, 
but ramped up since the 1950s with the breakdown of morality in Western society. Media and 
propaganda were used to brainwash the masses. TV shows and movies were designed to 
destroy the family unit and incite white hatred. Jews were victimized in the media to maintain 
the shield against anyone who saw through the plans of the Cabal. 


By now, the goal of the secret rulers should be clear-cut and simple. They hate life. They want 
to destroy it. Even one blade of grass remaining in a desert is too much for them to bear! Only 
that kind of world is fit for Satan. The mirror of ‘live’ is ‘evil’. Now you know they have even 
changed the words — distorted their meaning to be the opposite. This is another one of their 
methods. 


<><><> 


I closed the file and gazed in astonishment at the screen. An odd feeling was in me: caught 
between relief at discovering history but also the pain of knowing the evil it entailed, and for 
now that pain was the overriding emotion. It was a cold shock that turned quickly to hot- 
bloodied anger. My blood was fizzing. But I had to play it cool. I had to play the Devil’s game. 
You trap the Devil by playing his game. It’s for the boy in the desert, remember? And the 
young woman who was raped and murdered on the street. After I took a few deep breaths, I 
returned to the other files, and went about my task. 


Chapter Four 


They took the knee. 


A thousand, wearing black, filled the street. I was looking down from the third-floor window. 
The daughter — whom the father had told me was nineteen years old — was sitting in the corner 
with her knees up against her breasts and staring into space. She was trembling with tears 
dripping down her thin hollow cheeks, reliving her trauma. I walked over and crouched next to 
her. ‘None of what happened to you is your fault,’ I said, looking into her empty eyes. “Relax. 
Breathe deeply. Nothing is your fault. No one is hurting you anymore.’ 


The loudspeaker blared from outside: ‘Kneel on both knees! Raise your arms! Beg for 
forgiveness for the whiteness infesting you, for the enslavement of humanity you have caused, 
the destruction of minorities and those less privileged. End your abhorrent, white privilege. Be 
ashamed of your whiteness forever. Beg forgiveness from the minorities. Let the minorities 
rule over you.’ 


I heard the groans from the crowd. ‘Yes! Yes!’ they shouted as one. ‘I’m sorry!’ 
‘Whiteness is a rage upon the Earth that must be quenched!’ the loudspeaker boomed. 


As I heard those words, a sickness ran through me that made me tired. I got up and went back 
to the window. Realm troops in their black bulletproof vests, helmets, masks, and googles were 
stalking the road sides. ‘Get down on your knees — hurry up about it!’ the one directly below 
me yelled. He held his rifle out in front. ‘Raise your arms higher!’ 


The loudspeaker bellowed: ‘Repeat after me: I am sorry for my whiteness.’ The crowd 
murmured as they repeated that. ‘I will ask Moloch for forgiveness when he arrives.’ The crowd 
repeated that. “Oh, Moloch, take my soul and eat it!’ The crowd also said that, and followed it 
up with: ‘That’s the price I must pay for my white privilege, for having white thoughts.’ After 
that, the voice shouted through the loudspeaker, ‘Arise!’ and they rose as one. 


‘Moloch?’ I questioned, turning to the woman in disbelief. Is that why she was so scared? Was 
Satan himself coming to the ritual? My breathing was rapid; I closed my eyes and swallowed 
hard. 


The crowd split up and moved onto the pavements. I looked down the end of the street to where 
the police station was and saw a group of people dressed in animal costumes turn the corner. 
They plodded up the street like they were drugged, dragging their legs one step at a time, 
towards a stage set up at the T-junction one hundred metres away at the opposite end. A drum 
was beating to each step they took. Then they broke into a sprint and ran hard until they reached 
the stage and climbed onto it. 


They got into small groups of about seven or eight, crouched on their haunches in a circle, and 
pointed their arms to the sky. Then they fell over, pretending they were dead. When they got 
up, the beating of the drum increased, and they began their strange dance: hectic movements 
followed by a sudden pause. The cycle of frenetic dancing and stillness continued, and with 


each moment of silence they threw off another part of their costume until they were naked. 
Then the orgy began. 


I looked back down the other end of the street and froze. The children had come. They were 
walking robotic-like up the street, linked with rope and a noose around each neck: hungry, 
tired, and defeated. The oldest looked seven or eight years old, the youngest two or three. 
Drained of tears, they had sickly pallid faces, stretched cheekbones, and dark empty eyes. They 
looked ahead but only saw a giant black hole that they were walking into. 


The children lined up at the foot of the stage and faced the crowd, which stood on each side of 
the road. As electronic dance music blared out of the loudspeakers, a new parade entered the 
street from where the children had come from. There were about fifty figures with white linen 
cloth draped over their heads that reached their bare toes. Behind them was the Baphomet with 
his goat’s head, long horns, and woman’s breasts, who screamed, danced in a frenzy, spun 
around, and made animal noises. He ran through the procession of people draped in white cloth. 
When he reached the stage, he climbed onto it and lay down, looking up with his legs spread, 
waiting for Satan to come down and ravage him. 


When the draped figures in white reached the children in front of the stage, they knelt before 
them and bowed until their foreheads touched the concrete. Then they stood up, danced and 
threw their hands in the air. The people watching on the sides of the road clapped and cheered. 
The electronic dance music mixed with the beating of drums, the sound pounding in my ears. 


Then the fifteen-metre-high owl, Moloch, was wheeled along the street. It had its wings open, 
exposing its belly, and its claws were raised. It was wheeled up a side ramp and pulled onto the 
stage where it was turned and faced the crowd. 


The murmurings lowered until there was silence. Then I heard a soldier on the street below me 
yell: ‘Here comes the Fat Clown!’ A shiver began in my heart that spread to all parts of my 
body and there was a darkness in me swallowing me up and I was falling deeper into it. 
Emerging from behind the giant owl, the Fat Clown wobbled onto the stage. At least two 
hundred and fifty pounds, he moved fast for a big man and stood on the edge. He had a round 
head with clumps of black curly hair sticking out of it, white-powered cheeks inflated like 
balloons, and red blubbery lips. Children’s shoes dangled from his necklace. 


The fire raged in me as I stared at him and gasped. When he put his hands out, the crowd 
cheered and knelt on one knee. The Fat Clown grinned, widening his rubbery lips. 


“Welcome, loving people! Thank you for coming,’ he began. ‘And thanks to the children for 
coming. Welcome, children! I know it’s hard for them to be loved, but today they will have all 
the care and attention they deserve!’ 

His words sent the crowd into an ecstatic howl of laughter. 

‘It’s a special gathering. It’s a wonderful day. It’s a special day to worship Moloch, our Lord.’ 
He looked up and shouted: ‘Moloch! Come on down. Take control of our central, inner core! 


Show us the light and the way! Let us begin the feast. Come up, little children!’ 


The crowd cheered. 


The Fat Clown picked up a torch and lit a fire in the belly of Moloch. The children were led up 
the side ramp and onto the stage. As each child stood in front of the fire, the Fat Clown removed 
the noose, lifted each child, and hurled them into the flames. 


‘Oh, God!’ I cried, biting my knuckles and turning away. How could this be? Was this the truth 
I had been searching for? 


That fire was in me. I couldn’t smother it. It was roaring. The energy rising. The pressure 
building. All the universe — the moon, the stars, the sun — was forced upon me. 


The young woman was standing beside me, calmly looking at me. There was no need to speak. 
We were looking into each other’s eyes. As a tear ran down her cheek, she reached out and 
touched me. I flinched and flicked her hand away. What was she doing? I thought. There was 
no touching in my world. People were meant to be apart. At the end of mankind’s existence, 
isn’t that the way it was supposed to be? She looked at me strangely. 


Staring out the window, I felt the sickness churn in my stomach until I wanted to vomit. My 
reality was crumbling away. Insanity rising! I shook my head to make sure that what I was 
seeing was real. Such was the shock I didn’t notice when the woman grabbed my arm. The 
sense of hopelessness mixed with terror was overwhelming. Here was the horror of this world 
and all I could do was stare at it. I would remember this for a lifetime. Even if I was reborn and 
lived another life, the memory would be there. How could it not be? The memory was like a 
knife in me, twisting and digging deeper, killing me; and the Devil so proud and free — dancing 
to the death and debauchery. Everyone on the street was watching and applauding. That 
smugness on the people’s faces was another knife embedded in me. How proud they were! 
That’s what really drove you insane. To them, their bad was something good and your good 
was something bad. Was this a war you could ever win? An evil that turns what is good into 
the very thing people around you hated and feared. 


The woman’s hold tightened on my arm. I looked at her and tried to break free, but this time, 
with tears pouring from her eyes, she wouldn’t let me go. 


<><><> 


I got back to the history room the next day. It was four o’clock — an hour before the rebel attack 
— so I had little time to search the records and collect the much-needed data. There was one 
thing I wanted. I had noticed a file yesterday. The file of the tunnels. There was an entire system 
of them under the city. 


I sat at the computer, typed in Renegade, and clicked on the file of the underground system. As 
I waited for it to open, my eyes searched the armaments rack at the back of the room. I counted 
the grenades and rifles. Then a blueprint came up on the screen. My God! It was more than a 
tunnel system — it was an entire city underground. I blew up the image and saw a prison sector, 
a mind control facility, research centres, entertainment complexes, residential areas, shopping 
malls; there was even a hunting range with a viewing gallery and holding pens for victims who 
were the hunted. 


Shaking my head in disbelief, I stuck in the USB and downloaded the file. Tiny arrows 
appeared on the edges of the screen and I wondered what they were. As I was about to click on 
one of them, I heard a vehicle pull up outside. It sounded like a Jeep. A moment later, the voice 


of the team leader came from the front office: ‘Where’s the damn recruit? Get him! He’s the 
rebel who attacked the weather modification facility and escaped. Take him out!’ 


I grabbed my shotgun leaning on the desk and walked swiftly to the weapons rack. I shoved 
two grenades into my pocket and held up a third. I moved to the door, lobbed the grenade into 
the front office, and shut the door. Hunkering down against the wall, I heard the explosion. It 
blew the door off its hinges. The two troops with the coloured hair were in that room and 
would’ve taken the full brunt of the blast. There were a few seconds of silence before I heard 
the moaning and screaming, and then a hail of bullets ripped through the open doorway. 


I crawled and got under a desk. A Spider trooper entered through the smoke, firing his rifle 
wildly. I peered out from under the desk, aimed my shotgun, and blew a hole in his neck that 
almost decapitated him. As I reloaded, I heard shouting from the street as more troops arrived. 
I spotted a Spider trooper rush past the window towards the back entrance. I got out from under 
the desk, sprinted to the back door, and flung the door open. Stepping outside, I raised my 
shotgun and turned to where he would come from. A second later, he appeared and I shot him 
dead. 


I heard more voices as I slid the pump forward to reload. More soldiers were coming around 
the side of the building. I sat against the back door, took out another grenade, and lobbed it 
around the corner. The explosion ripped through the air. I got up, stepped around the corner, 
and fired at a trooper in the smoke. Then I grunted as a bullet nicked my hip. 


Glancing down, I saw sinews of muscle twitching inside the flesh. Blood was running down 
my trouser leg. I swore bitterly. More shapes appeared in the smoke. Another bullet whizzed 
past. I retreated around the corner and sat down with my back against the wall, next to the back 
door, and reloaded. Gritting my teeth, I took in quick shallow breaths. Blood was forming a 
pool under my buttocks. I took off the spider sack and wrapped it around my hip to stem the 
bleeding. More voices. Soldiers had entered the history room. Taking out my last grenade, I 
opened the back door and threw it inside. A moment later, the grenade went off. The back door 
flew past me and I felt the wave of hot air. 


I got up and entered the smoke-filled room, shot at a figure wriggling on the floor, reloaded 
and fired again. When the smoke cleared, I saw three bodies of Spider troopers. Smashed 
computers lay on the floor. 


As I slid the pump forward, I turned and saw a rifle pointing at me through the shattered 
window. I dived to the floor. The bullet shot past my head. I got up, ran to the window, and 
spotted a Spider trooper struggling to reload his rifle. I blasted a hole in his head. Another 
trooper stood in the grass. The previous grenade blast must have stunned him because he was 
staggering in a dazed state with the rifle unsteady in his hands. I reloaded, aimed, and pulled 
the trigger. The bullet tore through the spider emblem embossed on the front of his sack. He 
fell, twisted in agony, croaked, and lay still. 


I got down under the window ledge. There was silence. My breathing was fast and irregular. 
As I gasped for air, the silence dragged on. I could hear no more troops. 


Then I spotted on the floor the computer I had been downloading the file from. I got up and 
pulled out the USB. Clutching my wound, I staggered through the doorway and into the ruins 
of the front office. The ripped-up bodies of the coloured-haired troops lay under their shattered 
desks and the blast had blown the team leader cleanly in half. 


On the street, I reeled past the Jeep and headed towards the three-story building, clutching my 
bleeding hip. When I reached it, I pounded the door three times, which was the signal to open 
it. The seconds dragged on, the pain coming in waves. A minute later, it swung open and the 
frail figure of the young woman was there. She helped me up the stairs, but each step was a 
struggle with the pain pushing me back. At the top, I sank to the floor, panting heavily. 
Clutching my wound, I felt the sticky wetness seep through my fingers. 


The woman took me into the bathroom. As she was washing away the blood, her tiny mouth 
parted. I thought she would speak, but she never did. I wondered what her voice sounded like. 
Her eyes never met mine. They were dark, lifeless — empty holes of nothingness. 


What was her name? Who was she in another life? A life never again. Only the hell of this 
world was for her; a hell that was indefinite. 


Through the open door, I saw the sun’s rays edging through the living room window were short 
and fading and knew it was getting nearer to that hour — the time of reckoning. The woman 
bandaged my wound and gave me clothes. They were her father’s and didn’t fit me well. 


I picked up the shotgun and ammunition belt and staggered into the living room. Looking 
outside, I saw the street. It was quiet and still. The woman stood next to me. As her hand 
clenched my arm, I felt her nails dig into me. I wanted to brush her away but thought better of 
it. I pulled up the window. The heat from outside was on my face and the air was stifling. I 
looked at the police station with the Jeep parked outside. The two flags on top of the roof hung 
limply in the humid air. 


Out of nowhere, an armoured car appeared at the other end of the road; its engine roared as it 
shot up the street and parked behind the Jeep. A transport rolled up behind it, stopped, and a 
dozen Realm soldiers poured out, their black attire and helmets gleaming in the sunlight. They 
swarmed over the station. The squad leader raised his arm and was shouting orders. The dome- 
shaped turret of the armoured car swivelled and pointed back down the street. 


Trapped in silence, the woman was staring at me with dark circles under her eyes. Her pale, 
bony cheeks quivered. 


“Wait for it,’ I whispered. It was a minute to five o’clock. The seconds were dragging on. 


A moment later, a loud boom shook the air. A missile slammed into the police station and it 
exploded into a ball of fire. A second missile shot out of a building opposite the station and hit 
the transport, blowing it apart. Realm troopers, covered in flames, spun with flailing arms and 
one of them tumbled into the gutter. The Jeep lay on its side. The police station was in ruins 
with pockets of flames and mangled bodies amid the debris. Smoke was rising into the sky. 


A pocket of rebels emerged from the building opposite the fiery ruins. One of them leapt onto 
the armoured car and flung the hatch back. But a bullet fired from inside the vehicle struck him 
in the face and he fell back onto the road. Another rebel stuck his machinegun in the turret ring 
and the rattle of bullets was deafening. After he dragged two bodies out, he dropped inside the 
vehicle with another rebel and closed the hatch. The engine started and the armoured car moved 
into the centre of the road. 


A second transport had entered the street one hundred metres away at the opposite end and 
pulled over at the T-junction. Realm troopers piled out and ran up the street towards the rebels. 


The armoured car’s machinegun opened up and the hail of lead filled the street. I saw one 
Realm soldier get caught in the firestorm. Bullets tore his body apart and his blood leapt out in 
bursts. 


Behind the Realm troopers, another force had gathered. It was the Zealots: the fanatic followers 
of the Realm who indulged in their Satanic rituals and the blood-letting of infants. The Devil’s 
own spawn. Their only goal in life was to make sure they would spend eternity in hell, and now 
that opportunity had come. There were about thirty: brandishing machetes and daggers, and 
some had firearms. I heard them scream and curse; they shouted their Devil’s cry, tormenting 
God and everything sacred and good. 


The woman beside me whimpered as her body trembled; sweat was dripping down her face. 
Her long hair gleamed with sweat and strands of it clung to her bony shoulders. I sensed her 
fear — it was in me as well, sending a cold shudder ripping through my bones. Now it was more 
than a fight to the death. What the Zealots would do to you if they captured you was 
unspeakable. 


They were making animal noises, shaking their heads and twisting their necks. The Devil in 
them was rising up and about to be unleashed. Many shouted, ‘Death to white dogs! Death to 
the sons of whores!’ as they ran wildly down the street. 


Gunfire blasted from buildings on both sides of the Zealots and trapped them in the storm of 
bullets. A missile shot out from the top floor of a building opposite me and hit the Zealots. It 
blew them skyward and their body parts rained down. But more Zealots came, snarling, spitting 
froth, screaming and cursing in uncontrollable rage. 


I spotted a rebel pressed up against a door frame; his gritty, determined face staring ahead. He 
lobbed a grenade and it landed on the road. Three Zealots stopped as it rolled towards them. 
They didn’t have enough time to retreat. The explosion tore their limbs apart. A missile struck 
the transport at the end of the road and it exploded into flame, showering the road with burning 
debris; black smoke spewed out of the fiery wreckage. 


The young woman beside me choked, her face colourless; she coughed and spat mucus. Her 
body was so fragile that a light breath could have knocked her over. She appeared more 
emaciated. I wondered about the last time she had eaten. Her long tangled hair was caked to 
her skin. 


I knelt down and stuck my shotgun out the window. Three Realm troopers entered my view. I 
fired and brought two down before the third scampered away. Then I noticed the bald round 
head of the daughter’s father directly below me. The short, plucky man was crouching behind 
a rubbish mound, firing his rifle. His wife was behind him, supplying him with water and 
ammunition. But the Zealots and Realm troopers were advancing. The father got a bullet in the 
head and went down, his brains splattered on the pavement. The wife crawled towards him, the 
bullets tearing into the pavement around her, kicking up plaster and flecks of concrete. Then 
she got hit and lay still in the cloud of fading dust. 


The woman beside me collapsed onto the floor and cried. I knelt beside her. She raised her 
head, looked at me, and screamed. Her body convulsed in a wild spasm. Snarling like a trapped 
beast, she clawed at my face. 


I reeled back and wiped the blood from the scratch mark. Gripping the window ledge, I raised 
my head and peeked outside. The battle was raging. A rebel was lying in a pool of blood. A 
grenade had blown his chest apart, exposing his ribcage. One hand was desperately trying to 
clutch the air while his other was trying to hold his guts in, and a low muffled groan escaped 
from his throat. Further up the street, a Zealot armed with a machete was creeping around a 
rubbish mound, his shadow following him on the wall, moving silently towards his 
unsuspecting target. I fired but missed. He raised his machete and brought it down on a rebel’s 
head, splitting it like a watermelon. I fired again and took him out. 


Along the street, rebels crouched and were ready; then they sprang up and ran towards the 
Realm troops, darting from one rubbish heap to another, fire spitting from their rifles, bullets 
ripping through the air. The armoured car drove up the street, its machinegun blasting away, 
mowing down the enemy. Bodies were piling up. Pockets of Realm troops fell back until they 
disappeared into the smoke of battle. Rebel women were coming up from the rear, working as 
medics, supplying ammo and water, and carrying the wounded out of firing range. 


A bullet smacked into the wall next to me. I ducked under the ledge, the shotgun trembling in 
my hands. The young woman had finished her convulsions. She lay quiet next to me, weakened 
and beaten down; her limbs frozen in odd, twisted positions. How long before she ended her 
life? I thought, staring at her. How long before she left this world? Her cheekbones protruded 
through the flimsy, parched skin on her face. 


I heard fewer bullets and less screaming, peered over the window ledge, and saw that the rebels 
had taken control. They raised their weapons and yelled with joy. The Spider Zone was secured, 
but there was spasmodic gunfire in the distance and smoke rising from other zones where the 
fighting was ongoing. 


‘They can’t hold us down. On to the Realm Precinct!’ a rebel shouted. Others were dancing, 
hollering and running in circles. 


‘We’ve got to keep fighting!’ I heard a voice. ‘We can’t stop now!’ 
‘Justice and victory!’ another voice bellowed. 
‘Not so fast,’ another man said. ‘The other zones aren’t secured.’ 


I stood up, dizzy from the battle and wiping the sweat from my eyes. Glancing down, I saw the 
woman next to me: unresponsive, her back against the wall, her hair strung over her face, and 
that haunted gaze. Her mouth hung open, but she didn’t speak. Could she even hear? I didn’t 
know if she was aware of the victory ... if she knew anything. Only madness was in her mind. 
Only the dark hole she was trapped in. 


Chapter Five 


THE BATTLE FOR THE WEATHER MODIFICATION FACILITY, FIVE DAYS BEFORE 


I squatted behind the bollard, my fingers clumsy as I fumbled with my automatic rifle and 
reloaded. The spray of bullets whipped past me. The opening to the weather modification 
facility was fifty metres ahead, and dozens of dead mercenaries littered the yard in front of it. 
A pocket of them was holding out behind the burning wreckage of an armoured car. On my 
right was a large storage facility that housed sections of hosepipes, flanges and cranes; 
everything to maintain the facility. 


I heard the screeching sound as a bazooka missile ripped through the air and there was an 
enormous explosion in front of me. With my back against the bollard, I pressed my body tight 
and tucked my head in my arms as a wave of intense heat and light washed over me. That 
missile had been aimed at the enemy but had hit the burning armoured car and wiped out the 
mercenaries holding out behind it. 


The Wildcat regiment was coming up behind me and soon I was sandwiched between them 
and the enemy. Harry was leading the way. He crouched behind a burning transport a few 
metres behind me, looking around with frazzled eyes under his short-cropped ginger hair, 
finding himself trapped in the storm of fire and bullets. 


I peered over the bollard. More bodies were piled up in front of the plant entrance. The 
mercenary company had been led like sheep to the slaughter. We were hemmed in tight. The 
combined stench of blood, smoke, and gunfire filled my nostrils. Around me, there was wild 
yelling and screaming and the continuous crackle of bullets. 


Every weapon of the enemy seemed aimed at me. Bullets were bouncing off the bollard. I 
gritted my teeth and prepared for another charge. If we stayed suppressed for much longer, the 
enemy would decimate us. 


Then I heard a screeching, maddening cry as a mob of Zealots rushed out of the plant and swept 
across the yard towards us, their ghastly screams beating inside my skull. 


Harry waved his arm and a dozen priests came up, Father Ralph, the Irishman, among them. 
Dressed in his black robe, he was a podgy man needing a shave, and his puffed-out cheeks 
were burning red. They formed into a line off to my right and began reciting prayers. A bullet 
struck one of them before he opened his mouth. The Zealots turned and headed towards them. 
Father Ralph, undeterred, stepped out of the line and chanted loudly: ‘Get behind me, Satan! 
Leave! Leave! You have no power! No power! You cannot be here in my presence!’ 


But the Zealots were closing in. 


I saw this as an opportunity, got up from behind the bollard, and fired into the mob, cutting a 
few down. There were about fifty, many armed with axes and machetes. Their eyes were rolling 
with uncontrollable rage. Even as bullets ripped into them, some kept moving, flaying their 
arms madly and shrieking like wild animals. 


‘Leave them, Satan!’ Father Ralph shouted, his hands outstretched with eyes about to pop out 
of his skull. ‘No demon shall possess the enemy. Leave! Get out of them now. I order you, 
Satan! Out! Out!’ 


Then a bullet sliced through the head of Father Ralph and he dropped dead amid the splatter of 
blood and brain tissue. The Zealots swarmed over the priests, jumped on them, and tore them 
apart with their hands. When they finished, there wasn’t much left of them. The Zealots, with 
their faces twisted in wrath, threw body parts in the air, scooped up body organs and dug their 
teeth into them while hollering and screaming in a murderous rage. Where did that demonic 
fury come from? I wondered, seeing the shower of blood and gore. 


Were they possessed? What made them inhumane? What gave them the strength of the fiercest 
beasts? Some said they were under trauma-based mind control; others said they were clones 
and not human; while others said they had merely been told the truth of this world, and finding 
out that everything was a lie — even their core beliefs — had been enough to drive them insane. 


Colonel Harry Fraggot came up next to me, his eyes jittery. A vein on his temple was standing 
out under his short-cropped ginger hair. ‘We have to charge the Zealots,’ he said as he rubbed 
the back of his neck, his voice dry and coarse. ‘Either that or we stay here and die. Are you 
with me?’ 


‘I’m ready.’ I noticed the nervous twitching of his lower jaw and lips. He had the look of a sad 
child — no longer the superior officer. 


Harry turned and faced his troops. ‘Attach bayonets!’ he shouted. ‘Let’s roll! Take out the 
Zealots!’ 


He got up, charged, and the men followed. We met the Zealots with our wall of bladed steel. 
Sometimes it took two troops to kill one of them, such was their demonic rage. As I dug the 
bayonet in one of them and watched him struggle and die, his large widening eyes were 
spinning and his twisted mouth spat foam. 


‘Towards the entrance!’ Harry shouted. 


The men followed him into the raging battle. I ran to a concrete pillar, drew my breath, 
reloaded, and charged again. Bullets zipped past me. A grenade went off to my left and the 
tremendous blast rang in my ears. I felt dizzy and nearly stumbled before a soldier came up 
behind me and, with one arm, carried me along. 


There was the whir of rotor blades and the rattle of machinegun fire. Bullets ripped into the 
soldier holding me and I fell. Raising my eyes, I saw a Viper helicopter hover in front of the 
plant entrance, blocking it. Gunfire from a manned chain gun was sweeping in an arc. Bullets 
whooshed over my head and cut down more of our troops. Then, a missile propelled from a 
portable rocket launcher behind me struck the helicopter and it exploded into a giant ball of 
fire. 


I got up and followed the troops through the smoke, passed the blazing wreckage of the 
helicopter, and into the plant. 


There was gunfire and shouting from outside, but those sounds died as more men entered. For 
a moment, it was strangely quiet as I looked around and took it all in. There was a giant jet- 
engine turbine that produced the clouds. One huge hosepipe ran from the cloud-making 


machine, through the floor, and down to the shore; while another hosepipe connected to the 
turbine through the wall. Other pipelines fed into the system. 


Harry came up behind me, panting. ‘You see that funnel —’ he said, pointing up. 
I saw it sticking out through the roof. 


‘They wait until the wind is blowing in the right direction, then they make the clouds,’ Harry 
said. ‘The wind will blow the clouds towards our settlements. That hose connects to the sea 
and those pipelines to the local sewage outlet, so those clouds are filled with piss and God 
knows what else. They want to piss all over us.’ 


I screwed my face, glancing at him. The fire was raging in me and making me tremble. I was 
chewing my bottom lip so hard I thought it would split open. I wanted to spill more blood. How 
much I spilled wouldn’t be enough. 


The colonel was perspiring, but his body was poised and straight as he spoke. ‘That’s what the 
Devil does,’ he said with a tremor in his voice. ‘It isn’t enough to kill a man. The Devil has to 
mock him and prolong his death so he can continue mocking him some more.’ 


‘He isn’t going to laugh much longer.’ I snarled at him, holding up my automatic rifle. 


Harry grinned, a half-smile mixed with trepidation. Then he turned and surveyed the remaining 
troops. There were about twenty of us who had made it inside the plant. “Bring up the 
explosives!’ he yelled. ‘Let’s blow up this thing!’ 


A cheer had barely risen from the troops before I noticed flashes of light spitting out of dark 
areas of the plant and heard the clatter of rifle fire. Men got hit and went down. A bullet 
smacked into my rifle and it flew out of my hands. I fell flat, pressing my stomach against the 
concrete floor. Around me, wounded were screaming and writhing in pain. A man next to me 
had his knee cap blown off and, clutching his leg, was cursing copiously through clenched 
teeth. 


Realm soldiers emerged from the shadows and were shooting up the place. I got up and 
scampered into a dark spot. Bullets were ripping out chunks from the concrete floor around 
me. 


‘Get that one!’ I heard a voice yell. 

A bullet tore into the hosepipe in front of me. 

Then a loudspeaker blared: ‘We’ve got you surrounded — throw down your weapons!’ 
Glancing over my soldier, I saw Harry and a small group of others standing with their arms 
raised and a dozen rifles pointed at them. The colonel’s face was grave and stern; his back was 
stiff like a steel rod, even when a rifle barrel nudged his spine. 

I shut my eyes, expecting the worst, hearing the thud of boots as the enemy approached me, 
and then the click as a rifle was reloaded. Sweat was pouring profusely from my face. I bit my 


lower lip and waited for the bullet. 


“There’s one hiding over there.’ 


Opening my eyes, I saw the Realm soldier pointing in a direction away from me. My mouth 
dropped open in astonishment. They hadn’t spotted me yet. I had a second to act before they 
did. I leapt on top of the hosepipe and scurried along it, trying to keep my balance. The cloud- 
making machine loomed up closer in front of me. 


“There he is! Get him!’ 
Bullets shot past me. Looking down, I saw a hole in the pipeline and jumped into it. 


The sludge of sewerage washed around me. I stuck my head above the waste and gasped for 
air. The sewerage was up to my neck. In the darkness, I pushed my way through it, feeling the 
slimy, cold, rubbery wall above me. Then a burst of gunfire shattered my ears. A soldier had 
stuck his rifle through the hole I had jumped through and bullets were sinking into the muck. 


I pushed onwards. The hosepipe curved downwards. I lost my footing and fell, spinning in the 
darkness and sludge. 


When I stopped tumbling, I was lying in an inch of water, coughing, choking, and spitting out 
the fluid. I heard crashing waves. There was light at the end of the hosepipe and I moved 
towards it, dragging my body, almost crawling with exhaustion. The light expanded until I 
came into sunlight and stood at the opening of the hosepipe. 


Before me, mountains of rubbish stretched for miles. The sun was high in the sky and heat 
pressed against me. The stench of rubbish and decay was overwhelming. Piles of rubbish, 
interspersed with green and black pools of slime, barred every direction. A stream of junk 
flowed towards the estuary and entered the dark waters of the Poisoned Sea. 


What had I come across? I thought. This was the end of the world. How could it not be 
otherwise? It was another part of hell I had stumbled upon. 


The Poisoned Sea was inky black like oil, with thick crusts of goo floating on the surface. Dark 
brown foam washed up onshore. Dead fish littered the beach as far as my vision allowed and 
there was the half-eaten, bloated, washed-up carcass of a whale. Seagulls and vultures were 
feasting on it. A flock of seagulls drifted down towards me. One of them settled on the bones 
of a dog and peered at me curiously. It flapped its wings and shot away. A pile of rubbish 
heaved and shifted to my left. From within it, coal-black eyes were staring out at me. Then I 
saw the flash of razor-sharp incisors before the overfed rat disappeared. 


Here were more lies of the world. The Destroyers of Mankind had always talked about 
protecting the environment, but that had been another lie. The real agenda of their policies was 
to destroy industries, the economy, and jobs — to destroy life. And here was the truth. 


A crime for the ages was before me — another consequence of the great lie. The end of the Terra 
continent also appeared to be the end of the journey of man. Death and decay and nothing else, 
except for the lies. I could not escape it; the degeneration of mankind was everywhere. 


The clatter of rotor blades broke my thought. Looking up, the helicopter appeared, jet black 
against the washed-out sky. It swept over the rubbish mounds. Bullets sank into the surrounding 
refuse. They had sighted me. I darted behind a rubbish mound and jumped into a pool of filthy 
black water. Hearing the rotor blades directly overhead, I sank under and swam through the 
gunk. When I put my head above the surface, the helicopter had gone. 


I swam some distance until I came to the estuary. The black sea was in front of me. My heart 
jumped as the sound of the helicopter got louder. It had circled back and was heading my way. 
The water was only knee high now, but I sank into it. The helicopter swept overhead and circled 
twice more, the sound of it rotor blades coming and going, before the sound diminished and it 
flew away. 


For a moment, the sense of danger had vanished. I sat up in the water, spat out the gunk and 
coughed. Taking in deep breaths, a sudden easiness entered my mind. Hope — it was the only 
thing I could cling to. How long it would last, I didn’t know. I didn’t care. But hope was 
something to hold on to at that point, and that was all that mattered. 


I pulled myself out of the stream with slime clinging to me. Leeches covered my right arm. I 
tore them off, leaving the skin covered in streaks of blood. 


Looking out at the black sea, I saw the surface covered in a film of gunk. Here was the end of 
the Earth — the destruction of nature. Nature destroyed by the lie. 


Somehow ending up here made everything come into being, made everything appropriate. Isn’t 
this the prize for discovering the truth? The reward for your shame — shame for believing the 
lies and, maybe even worse, ignoring the consequences. The shame of discovering what 
happened to the children. You let that happen. You let the Satanic Cabal of Death lie to you. 


Even when you found out the truth, you did nothing about it. You let the children die so you 
could live another day in denial, so you could live your normal life. To drive your car to work, 
to put a lavish meal before you at night, to watch your weekend sports, you let the children 
suffer and die. You selfish, evil pig! Now you’re standing at the door of hell — the hell you 
made. Welcome to it. 


I looked out at the rubbish mounds and the rotten fish along the coast and smelt the stench. All 
this fifth and decay! This is where you were destined to be, the voice repeated in my head. This 
is where you belong. This is where you deserve to be. The nothing man. The nowhere man. 
Don’t complain about it. This is your just reward. 


The one moment in time — the only moment in thousands of years of history when it truly 
mattered — you had a chance to take a stand, a one-time opportunity to stand up for the truth. 
Future generations would have been proud of you. But you never took it. You let it slip by. 


I walked along the beach, hearing the gentle lap of the waves. Dead fish stretched along the 
shore indefinitely. A wave of black froth washed over my feet. I looked down and saw the fish 
bones and gooey slime. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw the mountains of rubbish from where 
I had come from. Whatever moment of respite I had before had vanished. Are you satisfied 
now? Isn’t this where you belong, amid all this stench, filth, and death? It’s funny how things 
turn out the way they are meant to be. 


Another hose ran down from the weather modification facility and out to sea. I had to climb 
over it to traverse the beach. A kilometre offshore, there was a platform with risers and a 
hydraulic system that pumped seawater through the hose and up to the facility on top of the 
hill. 


I had to get out of my army fatigues. I found old clothes in the rubbish, brushed off the dirt, 
and put them on. I headed towards the desert, into the blazing furnace of never-ending dunes 


and folds; into the scorched, cracked terrain littered with the gleaming bones of animal remains, 
where more death and decay awaited me. 


Chapter Six 


The rebellions hadn’t succeeded in the other sectors, so I knew time was running out for rebels 
holding out in the Spider Zone, despite the success of its revolt two days before. I was on 
reconnaissance in the Chaz Zone, next to the Spider Zone, dressed as a Spider trooper, with my 
black mask, sack with the spider emblems on the back and front, ammunition belt, and holding 
my 12-guage. 


It was in the early morning, but the sun had risen to make it hot and wash the street out with 
sun glare. The only signs of resistance were sparse gunfire in the distance and a few firebombed 
shops along the street. 


I stood across the road from Harold’s Coffee Shop and Restaurant, a rundown eating house 
nestled between doubled-story vacant stores. Black, congested buildings of the Central Zone 
filled up the backdrop. The shop had its Venetian blinds drawn as if to shut itself off from the 
world. With garbage dumped on the pavement outside, the eating hole emitted a foul stench. A 
cripple, his shirt riddled with holes, crawled along the pavement and fell into the trash. He 
rummaged through it and his eyes lit up when he found an apple core and devoured it. 


Two Spider troopers with a Chaz soldier were guarding the cafe, a few metres from the cripple. 


What kind of place looked this dark and forbidding ? I wondered, screwing my lips under my 
face mask. What shop would give off a repulsive stink like that? Only a place that wanted no 
customers, I reasoned. Only a place guarding a secret. You want to find out that secret, don’t 
you? 


I slung the shotgun over my shoulder and walked confidently across the road. The three guards 
noticed me. ‘Hail, Satan,’ I said, and raised my fist. 


‘Hail, Satan!’ They raised their fists back at me. 


The doorbell jingled as I stepped inside. It was dark, narrow, and dingy. With the door closed, 
there was less smell from outside but enough of it to filter into the eating hole. Harold, the 
owner, was wiping the twenty-foot-long bench. He was a short, stubby, middle-aged man with 
a grimy apron draped over his potbelly. He shuddered when he looked up from his chore and 
noticed me. His upper lip was twitching. Sweat dripped from his dark, messy, greasy hair. 


I pulled up a stool and sat in the corner with my back against the wall, my forearm resting on 
the bench, and the shotgun in my lap. ‘Got any kid food on the menu?’ I asked. 


‘What?’ he questioned me. 
‘You know, any infant meat on the menu? I like them roasted.’ 


‘Oh, not yet,’ he said glumly, ‘but we’ve had other requests and I’m sure we’|l have something 
on the menu next month.’ 


I chuckled a little and rested the shotgun against my stool. ‘A coffee will be fine.’ 
‘It’s on the house.’ 


Harold slung his filthy cloth over his shoulder and opened the blinds, letting sunlight flood into 
a section of the cafe. The light had a yellow glare, but the rest of the place was ill lit and 
miserable. 


A voice exploded from the darkness: ‘I want my gravy!’ It came from the furthest cubicle down 
the back, in front of the restrooms. ‘I want my gravy! I want it now!’ 


I stole a glance. It was him. The fat crinkles of his body filled up the seat. Children’s shoes 
hung from his necklace. He pounded his fist on the oak-wood table and his plate rocked and 
wobbled. His round eyes, buried in his white-powered face, were wide open and glaring; his 
large puckered lips were sneering; and his holster and revolver were sitting on the table. 


‘Close those goddamn blinds!’ the Fat Clown shouted in a scathing tone. ‘I want to sit in 
darkness.’ 


Coils of dark curly hair sprang from his head. With the humid air, sweat had soaked through 
his black, short sleeve commander’s uniform. As he cut his steak, his eyes were following a fly 
buzzing around his head. 


Harold rolled down the blinds. 


‘This steak — it’s not raw enough!’ Snorting and howling, the Fat Clown held up his fork with 
a piece of meat sticking on the end of it. 


I sat in the grim light. I didn’t look at the brute, but my sight drifted near him. A fire was 
building in me, a rage unparalleled. My limbs seized and were burning. Breathing in quick 
gasps, I felt a sickness rising in my throat. I clenched my knuckles. The image of the five-year- 
old boy with paint on his face and submissive eyes was flashing before me. I had to make sure 
I didn’t lose control. 


Harold returned with a jug of gravy and poured it over the raw steak. Shark sank his teeth into 
it, curling his mouth into a satisfied grin as he licked the blood on his lips. Gravy dripped down 
his chin. Harold stood motionless next to him in case of another request. His small, plump body 
was shaking a little and sweat poured from his furrowed brow. 


The Fat Clown spat out gravy and took a sideways glance at him. ‘Okay, you can fuck off 
now,’ he said scornfully. 


I kept my head low but raised one eye. The man-beast was eating ravenously. He cursed when 
his communicator went off and he pulled it from his utility belt. 


“Commander Shark here. What is it? Better be important. I’m having my meal.’ 


I sank a little further in my stool, my back sliding against the wall. Suddenly, the Fat Clown’s 
fist banged the table, spilling gravy. 


‘We’ll clean out the Spider Zone tomorrow!’ he shouted with a clenched jaw. “Tomorrow! 
Send the order.’ 


My eyes lit up. That was the news I had waited to hear. 


‘We’ll attack in the morning,’ Shark said into his communicator, ‘and crush that rebellion for 
good. There will be nothing left of the zone by midday. We’ll kill everything that moves, 
crawls, or shits. It'll be more than a massacre ... we’ll make the spectacle so horrible future 
generations will remember it for a thousand years. Don’t fuck with the Realm — not when the 
Fat Clown is in charge.’ 


His cackle sounded like loud belches interspersed with a high-pitched shrill, and it echoed 
throughout the interior. When he stopped laughing, the sound still rang in my head. 


The Fat Clown finished his meal and got up. His large hips shifted awkwardly as he stepped 
out of the cubicle and entered the restroom behind it. It was a few minutes before he returned. 
The speed of his overweight body surprised me as he dashed past me. Keeping my head down, 
I heard the doorbell jingle when he stepped outside. 


Through the glass door, I saw him push away a guard who blocked his path. Then he looked to 
his left at the cripple sprawled on the pavement. The commander spat at him, kicked him in the 
belly, and cackled as the cripple crawled away like a wiggling worm. Shark rubbed his belly 
and belched as he waited for the Jeep approaching in the distance, and he got in the back seat 
when it pulled up. I glimpsed a smirk on his large lips as the Jeep drove off. But I knew he 
would only be fully satisfied if death was around him — and, for his fervent joy, there was a lot 
more killing to come. 


<><><> 


They appeared above Terracon One like a pack of black, hungry vultures, the sound of their 
rotor blades terrorizing their prey on the street below. They flew in arrowhead formation 
towards the Spider Zone and began their descent. 


From the third-floor window, I saw people on the street look up at them. Then, as I glanced 
back up, the black underbelly of the lead chopper filled my vision as it swept overhead. A 
machinegun rattled from the gun-pit. People scattered while others got down behind makeshift 
barricades including one next to the old, ruined police station. 


The young woman stood next to me. With dark eyes, she gazed at the swarm of helicopters. 
Her skinny body shuddered and then froze. Another helicopter flew in from behind the lead 
Viper and sprayed the street with bullets. Those who hadn’t made it back to their homes, or to 
the barricades, got caught in the gunfire and went down. 


I cursed bitterly. As my heart sank, Shark’s words from yesterday entered my mind: There will 
be nothing left of the zone by midday. The woman next to me whimpered with tears running 
down her thin sunken cheeks. 


Two helicopters landed at the T-junction where the ritual had been performed a few days ago. 
Realm troops jumped out of them and formed into two twelve-man squads. The black- 
uniformed troopers, with bulletproof vests and visors attached to their helmets, advanced down 
the street, firing indiscriminately. 


I pulled the window up, knelt, and stuck my shotgun out. The woman got down next to me and 
grabbed my arm, her nails scrapping my flesh. A tremor ran through me. ‘Don’t touch me!’ I 
yelled, brushing her away, surprised by the spiked tone in my voice. She gulped and swallowed 
hard. As I aimed my rifle, I glanced at her from the corner of my eye. Her cheeks, usually so 
white, were flushed as she stared out the window. 


I swore under my breath. The Realm troops were dragging people out of their houses and 
rounding them up in the street. Then I saw three rebels run out of a side building, grab a trooper 
and hurl him to the ground. They knifed him as he struggled. A large, scowl-faced woman 
followed them out with a baseball bat and whacked it into the face of an unsuspecting trooper, 
cracking his visor. The four rebels darted back inside the building seconds before bullets 
plugged the door. 


A pocket of enemy troops entered my sight. I opened fire and took two of them out. There were 
flashes of gunfire from the windows of side buildings and along the street rebels were firing 
from behind barricades. Half way up the street, a man walked out from a barricade and into the 
middle of the road, waving a burning Spider flag. The rebels behind him cheered. A group left 
the barricade next to the ruined police station and advanced to meet the Realm troopers, but 
only got thirty metres before a volley of fire forced them back. 


The Realm troops were moving forward. A Molotov cocktail exploded in front of them, and 
when the smoke cleared, they had scattered. Another man threw a Molotov cocktail at a Realm 
trooper who fell with flames licking his body. Two other troopers jumped on him and rolled 
him over to smother the flames. 


I ducked under the window sill as another helicopter circled the zone, firing air-to-surface 
missiles into buildings and blowing them apart. Stealing a glance, I saw panic-stricken people 
run out into the street and get cut down by Realm troops. Then, as the chopper circled again, a 
Stinger missile flew out of a window and struck its hull, ripping it apart. Flames shot into the 
air and burning debris fell on the street. 


A Realm trooper threw a red flare into the middle of the road and smoke was spewing out of 
it. A helicopter, seeing the marker, dropped through the smoke and landed next to it. Then, as 
the swirling blades blew smoke away, I saw the obese frame of Commander Shark step out, 
brandishing his revolver. The necklace of children’s shoes was visible under his white-powered 
clown face. A squad emerged from the helicopter behind him. 


The Realm commander sank his thick neck into his shoulders, hung his arms limp by his side, 
and curled his fat blubbery lips into a wide grin as he watched people scatter around him. Then 
came the thunderous explosions of missiles striking another building and the drone of 
helicopters flying overhead. 


A chopper flew down towards our building. I ducked under the window. I couldn’t risk getting 
a shot off in case I was spotted and they would target our building. 


Peering over the ledge, I saw a woman with her clothes ripped off, kneeling in front of Shark 
with her long hair hanging over her face. The preying eyes of the man-beast fell upon her. 
Before she glanced up, Shark shot her in the head. The bullet exited the back of her scalp and 
sprayed brain matter on the road. Waving his revolver, Shark turned to the squad around him 
and I could hear him yell: ‘What the hell are you waiting for? Let’s mop them up! Take them 
all down!’ 


I saw my chance and fired, but missed. As I reloaded, he was swallowed up by the troops. They 
moved onwards, past the red flare and into the fray. People were running and screaming in 
every direction. Without order, it was a wild sea of humanity. Shark grinned, cocked his 
revolver, and took potshots at the fleeing targets. 


Another red flare was burning further down the road. ‘Come on!’ Shark yelled to the troops. 
‘Follow me — towards the flare!’ 


A missile from a helicopter ripped through a building across from me and debris crashed down 
onto the road. After the helicopter swept around, it released another missile that struck the 
makeshift barricade halfway along the street. The blast blew sacks skyward and bodies 
disappeared in the cloud of curling smoke. 


I spotted distraught civilians gather near the second red flare, but the smoke obscured their 
view of the Realm troops and Commander Shark approaching them. A rebel threw a petrol 
bomb at the Realm troops, sending a sheet of fire across their path. They stopped momentarily 
before moving on. 


Commander Shark took quick strides, pointing his revolver in every direction, and spurring his 
troops on. Then he and the troops disappeared into the red smoke. I gasped, knowing they were 
closing in on their target. Then, through the smoke, they re-emerged. As a chopper hovered in 
front of my building, I ducked down, hearing rifle fire from Shark’s squad below. Glancing 
over the ledge, I saw bodies had piled up in front of the second red flare. One man dropped to 
his knees and released a jet of blood from his mouth before he slumped forward and lay face 
down in the pool of murky red. 


The woman beside me was shaking. She closed her eyes and was slipping into a void. ‘I was 
in the Chaz Zone yesterday,’ I said calmly. ‘I told the Realm troops to avoid this building — 
that it was a Realm sleeper cell — and they said they’d pass the message on. So we ought to be 
safe.’ 


Another explosion tore a massive hole in a building a couple of doors down. I tucked my head 
into my arms as the concussion wave ripped through the air. The walls rattled. 


Peering above the ledge, I saw a group of civilians being dragged out of their homes and lined 
up on the road in front of the second red flare. Bullets cut loose from above me. When I glanced 
up, I saw the flash of machinegun fire from a chopper that was aimed at the civilians. Smoke 
came out of the gun-pit as the chopper flew by. The spray of bullets had knocked over the 
human wall in front of the second flare like they were blowing pins. 


I spotted Shark. He walked past the bodies and stained his boots in the pool of blood. The 
commander stopped near the burning flare, took out a cigarette from his breast pocket and lit 
it. He smiled as he blew out smoke between his rubbery lips, and looked at the surrounding 


carnage with a glance that was both seductive and arrogant, as if suggesting he had already 
won the battle. 


Machinegun fire ripped into the building I was in and I lay flat on the floor. Stealing a peak out 
the window, I saw a helicopter land next to the second red flare. As troops were about to pile 
out, someone threw a Molotov cocktail inside it and there was a loud whoop as the cockpit 
exploded. Smoke curled up from the fiery wreckage. Dead troops, some on fire, lay scattered 
around the debris. 


When the smoke cleared, I saw Shark between the two red flares. Soldiers hauled six black- 
robed captives with their hands tied behind their backs towards him. When he noticed them, 
the grin stretched across his jaw and he cocked his revolver. They were preachers of a special 
kind — the exorcists — with the power to expel demons from Zealots or anyone else possessed 
and were among the elite forces of the Alliance who had infiltrated Terracon One to join the 
rebels. The preachers were lined up in front of Shark, their bodies unflinching. The commander 
approached them; the grin entrenched in his face. 


The preachers were silent. They saw the half-lidded glare in his eyes. Shark unloaded his 
revolver at the ground in front of them, chipping the concrete, and they jerked like puppets. He 
released a throaty, cackling laugh before he fired into their bodies and, as if the puppet master 
had cut the invisible strings holding them, they toppled over and lay still. Shark reloaded his 
revolver. He walked around the bodies, nudging them with a boot. One preacher was breathing 
so he finished him off with a bullet to the head. 


The street was littered with pockets of fire and corpses. Smoke rose from the two helicopter 
wrecks and one could almost taste the smell of burning fuel. More rifle fire shot out of windows 
of side buildings. Despite a missile hitting the barricade at the end of the street where the ruined 
police station was, rebels soon regrouped and were firing back. Shark and his squad darted 
behind a helicopter wreckage. With bullets flying around him, the commander was struggling 
to establish a safety zone and gather in more troops. Moments later, a giant shadow fell as a 
helicopter landed next to him. Shark and the remaining troops boarded the helicopter and it 
took off. 


With the street empty of Realm troops, silence hung in the air before pockets of resistance 
emerged and began clearing away the bodies. I took in slow breaths. The woman beside me 
had slumped to the floor. She had stopped trembling and her frail body was still. Tousled hair 
hung over one side of her face. Her eyes had dried up and she had that vacant stare. But I smiled 
with relief. The rebels would hold the street for another day. 


<><><> 


I was walking with the young woman through the Chaz Zone. Her gait was slow and stuttering, 
her head lowered. Long scattered hair hung down, a few strands of it stuck to her face mask. I 
didn’t know her name. I wore civvies with a face mask, only wanting to be out for an hour to 
get the lowdown on the Chaz Zone. Most buildings along the street were boarded up and there 
was the stench of refuse that had gathered in huge piles. We walked alongside a row of 
homeless people, many slumped over, surrounded by needles on the footpath. I stopped when 
I noticed Harold’s Coffee Shop and Restaurant across the road. Cloud cover rid the shadows 
of vacant stores on both sides of the rundown eating house. The sign on the glass door read 
‘Closed’. A military Jeep was parked outside. 


He would be in there now. The man-beast — seated at his favourite table in the cubicle down 
the back, in the shadows, wearing his child-shoe necklace, in his own little corner of the world. 
He might be eating his raw streak, licking the blood on his fat rubbery lips, relishing the taste, 
grating his teeth as he dreamt up news ways of killing someone, or of sacrificing a child, to 
make them suffer before they died, to offer new blood to the Devil. Torture and killing gave 
him vigour — without torture and killing he was a nothing man. 


A Realm trooper was guarding the eating house. Next to him, a beggar was sitting on the 
pavement, shivering in the morning cold. Red spots riddled his face above his bib. As 
pedestrians plodded by, he put out his begging bowl. He had a long day ahead of him, I thought. 
My breathing came quickly and erratically. I felt silent contempt — for the beggar and the world. 


The woman grabbed my arm. I didn’t know why she did that and didn’t like it. Don’t touch 
me, I thought. That’s an alien thing to do. I shook her arm free. ‘I’m not your lover,’ I said with 
a low, prickly voice. ‘I’m not your anything.’ 


Wind had blown strands of hair across her face. Her eyes narrowed as she looked at me, and 
then she dropped her head and turned away. 


We walked on. Zealots had massed further up the street, holding up pro-war signs and making 
a ruckus. A few appeared calm and normal, but I saw the throbbing, scattered-eyed look of 
others. Some had dark insect eyes — those possessed. 


‘There’s trouble brewing,’ I said with a low, nervous tone. ‘We better get back to the apartment. 
This place will not be safe for much longer.’ 


A Zealot screamed in my ear, ‘Fight the Alliance!’ and shook his fist in my face. He had purple 
spiked hair, a pierced nose above his multi-coloured face mask, and grey skin stretched on his 
bony limbs. ‘Fight the Alliance — otherwise you’re a white supremacist racist!’ 


The woman grabbed me again. As we turned and walked away, I heard the Zealot scream 
behind me: ‘Don’t touch me! That’s an alien thing to do.’ 


I froze. My mouth hung open. The woman looked at me confused, wondering why I had 
stopped. I turned to the Zealot behind me, but he had gone — replaced by half a dozen other 
screaming lunatics. Where had he gone to? Had he said that — the same thought in my head a 
moment ago? I know he did. It was his voice. But how was that possible? I shook my head and 
carried on. 


By now Zealots were all around us, shouting and screaming. ‘Attack the Alliance’ and ‘Kill 
the rebels’ were prominent on their signs. Loudspeakers had been blasting out propaganda 
about the war for the last few days and asking for volunteers to launch a new offensive against 
the Alliance. Only a righteous citizen of the Realm would volunteer for the war, so the 
propaganda went. The Realm wanted this to be the last offensive and wipe out the Alliance for 
keeps. 


I looked down the street from where we had come and saw a transport lurch around the corner. 
Its engine roared as it shot up the street. When it stopped, Realm soldiers with long-arm 
truncheons got out. They grabbed the first man they came to and threw him into the back of 
the transport. Another man refused to get in and got whacked over the head before a soldier 
dumped him inside. 


My stomach seized. The woman was shaking and short of breath. Realm soldiers trapped us at 
one end of the street and Zealots at the other. 


A Realm trooper knelt on the ground and aimed a grenade launcher. He discharged a smoke 
canister and it detonated when it hit the ground in front of me. The smoke rose fast and spread 
across the street. I couldn’t see. Taking the woman’s arm, I shouted: ‘Run! Run!’ Black figures 
emerged through the smoke, grabbed men, and hauled them away. It seemed only the men they 
were after. I felt a blow on my shoulder and the woman fell from my grip. Looking around, I 
saw only the white misty haze. 


People were shouting and screaming. I heard another transport from the opposite direction pull 
up and within seconds Realm troopers were on both sides of me. I turned and saw the young 
woman hunched over and trembling. Through her mass of tangled hair, her dark eyes met mine. 
I noticed her confused, desperate gaze. As I started towards her, a baton smashed her head and 
sent her reeling to the ground. ‘No!’ I cried. The smoke swallowed her and I couldn’t see her. 


Then a blow struck my face. I dropped to my knees, partly dazed. Blood flowed over my eyes. 
My bib filled up with blood, so I ripped it off. Bodies were struggling on the ground, a mass of 
flaying limbs, and black shapes were dragging them away. When I got up, I saw Zealots being 
shoved into the back of the transport. I ran but Realm soldiers cut me off. Another trooper was 
closing in, his truncheon held high. I evaded him, got through the smoke, and stood at the 
entrance to a lane. 


I ran down it. Voices rang out behind me. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw two soldiers 
following me. I turned the corner, ran into a pile of garbage, and tripped over. Lying among 
the trash, I turned my head and saw the troops approach. Suddenly, a boot blocked my view. 
A truncheon was buried in my gut and winded me. I screamed out in pain. A further blow 
struck my forehead. 


They picked me up and hauled me back to the street where they threw me into the back of the 
transport and I lay sprawled on the floor. There were about twenty others inside with despairing 
eyes staring into the unknown. The door shut and I lay in darkness. The transport took off. The 
floor rattled and shook my bones. 


Where was I going? I didn’t know. Despite the dizzy feeling from the pain and the terror rising 
in me, I knew this was where another adventure began. 


Part Two: The War 


Chapter Seven 


‘What were you doing before you got recruited? What zone were you in? 
‘I was in the Spider Zone.’ 

‘Oh — one of them. We sent our misfits to the Spider Zone.’ 

“Yeah, I met I few of them.’ 


The military intelligence officer got up from behind his desk and walked to the window blinds, 
his long arms swaying by his side. He bent a slat and peeped at the meeting hall on the floor 
below, where the mass of Zealots had grouped. They were screaming, holding up their newly 
issued rifles, and yelling their war chants. 


Commander Anderson was tall and thin, with short ash-grey hair, sharp intelligent eyes, and 
strong facial features. He wore a short sleeve, neatly pressed, olive green, army-issued shirt 
tucked neatly into his dark trousers. Near retirement, his broad smile was becoming more 
prominent every day. He liked to joke, even in serious situations, especially now that his 
retirement was near. ‘What was your job?’ 


I took a deep breath and struggled in my chair, hoping my words would come out right, hoping 
they were the words he wanted to hear. ‘I was an administrator — changing history files.’ 


Anderson chuckled. When he did that, he was impressed. ‘Oh, okay, good — we could use 
someone like you around here. Ill keep you away from the front. We only want those Zealots 
to go there anyway,’ he said, peeking through the blinds. “They’re cannon fodder.’ 


I watched him take long strides as he walked away from the blinds and slipped his hands in his 
pockets. ‘They’re the only stupid fucks around here who believe any shit they hear.’ 


I raised my eyebrows and nodded. I could agree with that. He wasn’t exactly the kind of 
intelligence officer I expected. Besides that, he radiated a certain charm with his grin. I sat up 
straight in my chair. You’re doing fine at the moment, I thought. Play it cool. 


‘You want to have a coffee, son?’ 
‘Sure.’ 


He filled two cups under the hot-water tap. After he stirred them, he turned and approached me 
in a quick movement as if he couldn’t wait to get up close and personal. He handed me a cup. 
Taking a sip, I kept an eye on him. He returned to the blinds and peeked through the slats. 


‘Look — an officer is giving them a speech. Everyone knows it’s bullshit. The only idiots who 
believe it are the fucking Zealots. They lap it up.’ 


The officer moved away from the blinds, sipping his coffee. He muttered to himself as he strode 
past my chair. Then he turned and looked at me. ‘They’ve served their purpose. Before the 
Faction Wars, they divided the communities — playing the race card, sex card, religious card, 
politician card, age card, health card — you name it. Heck! They even had the gays pitted against 
the transvestites. They supported any minority to destroy the white Christian majority, and then 
they moved on down the pecking order, pitting minorities against each other, until there was 
nobody left to take down.’ He slurped his coffee. ‘Now we’re stuck with the fuckers.’ 


Anderson put his coffee on his desk and stood next to it. He drummed the oak-wood surface 
with his fingers and stretched his mouth so the smile would come, but it only appeared for a 
moment before it faded. 


‘They played their role in the genocidal programme,’ he continued. ‘But they’re little use to us 
anymore. Now they’re just a hassle. They’re so fanatical they’re a danger to everyone, 
including themselves. But they’re so brainwashed there’s no way to change them back. Send 
them to the front — that’s where they belong.’ 


I nodded, watching him stretch his long arms. 
‘Who believes any crap they hear these days?’ he said. 


When he finished his coffee, he threw the cup in the wastebasket. Then he turned and looked 
at me. The broad smile was back that cut lines into his chiselled features. He would have been 
a handsome man in his youth. 


‘Most of us play along to get along.’ He chuckled, then sighed and shrugged his shoulders. 
‘Keep your mouth shut, do your job, and get promoted like me.’ 


‘Don’t bite the hand that feeds you,’ I said. 
He titled his head back and laughed. 
‘Td sure like to know what makes those Zealots tick,’ I said with a slight grin. 


The officer leaned against his desk and folded his arms. ‘Huh! Not much. They used to be 
brainwashed, but now’ — he paused, staring into the distance, struggling to find the words to 
explain — ‘they don’t know how to get out of their programming. Reality became too much for 
them, too much of a shock for their belief system.’ 


‘I — I think I understand.’ 


‘Knowing everything you learned was a lie — not everyone can handle that. It takes a lot to 
undo all those lies you had believed and then start your life again. Some people can’t do it. Not 
when their entire world — their ideology — was wrapped up in those lies.” He chuckled. ‘They’d 
rather die than face reality. They block it out. And they’d take everybody down with them to 
keep them from facing the truth.’ 


‘The truth?’ 


‘All their truths were lies, and all their lies were the truth.’ 
I didn’t quite get him, but I nodded. 


‘But they’re not the super soldiers,’ the officer continued. ‘Those elite forces are specially 
trained since birth, heck, even before birth. It takes years to produce one of them, usually a 
decade.’ 


‘A decade?’ I raised my eyelids. 


‘Sure. We torture them before they are born. Insert a stick in the uterus and prod the foetus, so 
they are already traumatized when they are born. They are ready for the end, ready to die, on 
their day of birth. Not much can stop them from becoming a super soldier after that.’ 


I shuddered in the chair. The fire was building in me and I was struggling to contain it. 


‘They start at ground zero at birth. A blank slate, ready to be programmed. To forget their 
torture, to block it out, they fragment their mind and split it into different compartments. If we 
control a particular compartment, which we do, we can get them to do anything’ — the officer 
snapped his fingers — ‘just like that. We can use any trigger we like, and nothing can stop them. 
They will do anything so they don’t relive their torture and abuse, or even be reminded of it. 
Heck, they can even climb that wall there to avoid facing up to their suppressed reality.’ 


My eyes shifted to the wall. ‘Climb a wall?’ 


‘Faster than a monkey! And they can keep doing it. Physical exertion becomes a figment of 
their imagination. It doesn’t exist. Heck, you can even shoot one of them and it doesn’t bother 
them. You can knock one over in a car and they get back up again as if nothing had happened, 
and keep on walking even if their bones are broken. 


‘Those Zealots aren’t the super soldiers, though. But you wouldn’t know a super soldier if you 
met one. They appear as a normal person. But they can kill twenty men single-handedly with 
their bare hands. Even women super soldiers can do that.’ 


My eyes were wide open as I stared at him in disbelief. His long legs were twitching and his 
folded arms tightened as he leaned against his desk. 


“You don’t think that’s possible? Well, it is! The human mind is extraordinary — the powers of 
the universe. In your mind is the power of God. We know that. We’ve done the tests. It takes 
all those years of abuse to channel that power for our specific purposes. At ground zero, their 
minds are mush. Then we can mould them into any form, any personality we like. Each part of 
their mind we fragment can be a different personality. The number of personalities is infinite.’ 


I sat in frozen silence, staring into a void, unable to comprehend what he was saying. It seemed 
incredible — my wildest imagination couldn’t dream up the hidden truth of this world. 


‘I should show you an example,’ he said, ‘but not right now. If you stick around, then one day.’ 


He moved away from his desk and took wide strides across the floor, swinging his arms. ‘The 
Zealots are a bit like that, anyway,’ he pondered. ‘They deny the truth of the world, so their 
brains are fragmented as well. They don’t live in reality ... they don’t accept it. They’ re trapped 
in their own delusion.’ 


‘Are they possessed?’ I asked. 


He stopped and tightened his shoulders. Then he put on his whole-face smile and moved 
towards me at a brisk movement. ‘Yeah.’ He touched the backrest of my chair, his fingers 
inches from my neck. ‘Some of them are. But others aren’t possessed, although you think they 
would be. Instead, they have demons lurking around them. They’re demon associated or 
influenced. But others, yeah, they are possessed. Those are the ones with the dark eyes.’ 


‘Tve seen them.’ 


“They’re not hard to miss ... their souls have been taken away. They sold it to the Devil for the 
pleasures of this world.’ 


He wore his smile as he walked back to his desk and sat behind it. With his legs stretched out, 
I could see the ends of his polished boots sticking out from under the desk. He put his hands 
behind his head, leaned back in his chair, and inhaled through his teeth as he grinned. That 
smile seemed like a mask, I thought. He didn’t want to show who he truly was. 


‘Anyway’ — he sat up with his back straight and his hands clasped on his desk — ‘we need to 
get the office work done first. I can put you in the First Information Unit. That’s my unit. P1 
send you to the military base outside the city. You can join me there for a briefing tomorrow 
morning. There’s a lot to do. We’ll get you working on propaganda stuff — just more of the 
bullshit — but it’s all good. That propaganda stuff can be more powerful and effective than 
bullets.’ 


‘Okay, sounds good.’ I nodded. 


‘Look out for yourself, soldier,’ he said. ‘You look like you’ve been in the war a bit. We could 
use you at the front, actually. You’d be a good fighting man, I know it. I’ve spent time at the 
front. Got the odd medal to prove it, but I don’t wear them. Don’t like to show off.’ 


He had on his broadest and best smile now but was looking at me with cold, dead eyes; his 
body was stiff. 


‘But I’ve made my decision. Ill keep you safe, boy.” He chuckled again. ‘Ha! We’re all the 
same. Super soldiers, Zealots, you, me ... heck — even the enemy! Doesn’t matter what side 
you’re on — we all got the same red blood. That’s the real truth. And we play along to get 
along.’ 


<><><> 


The Vault Assault Crusader soared across the sky, knowing no limits, releasing a stream of jet 
from its tail. The pilot changed course to the west, discharging a sonic boom as it cut through 
the air, flying over the desert regions of the east Terra continent. 


I looked up and marvelled at the glory of the Realm. What other faction could compete with 
them, with its superior technology, firepower, and resources? As part of a twelve-man 
intelligence unit, I was walking across the compound, in the scorching desert heat, towards the 
entrance of the underground military base. The bus had dropped us off at the gate, on the 
perimeter of the compound, and the driver told us to walk the rest of the way. ‘Get used to the 
heat,’ he had said. ‘Yovu’ll thank me for that later on.’ 


As the entrance loomed closer, the rest of the unit were grumbling about the temperature while 
sweat was congealing under my collar like hot slime. 


It was a relief to step inside the base. We walked past a sign that read ‘Unauthorized Personnel 
Not Admitted’, and entered a lift that took us down into the dark confines of the installation. 
We got out, followed the arrows on the wall, and entered a briefing room where Commander 
Anderson greeted us cordially with his brimming smile under his ash-grey hair. Dressed in a 
newly pressed, olive green, short sleeve shirt, and dark trousers, he stood at the front of the 
room and watched each one of us attentively as we took our seats. 


When he was ready, he put one polished boot on his chair and leaned forward with his arms 
crossed on his knee. ‘Welcome, gentlemen. I met a few of you yesterday. My name’s 
Commander Anderson. I’m the head of this unit. It’s a big week ahead. The Realm will give 
us more funding if we complete the tasks allotted to us and to a satisfactory level on time. I’ve 
never missed a deadline and I don’t intend to now. We’re all in on this.” He eyed each one of 
us. ‘What we’re going to do is create a range of powerful explosions, not real, but done on the 
computer. 


‘We can use different images of the sun, various explosions — anything you can find — and use 
a bit of CGI, Photoshop and so on, and splice them together to create something that looks like 
a nuclear bomb. We need the bombs to go off in various locations, like in the desert, offshore 
under the water, or in the higher atmosphere, so we’ve got a lot of work to do. We need this 
done in the next two days, then we’ll send them out to our sleeper cells in enemy cities who 
will leak the videos out.’ 


A few chuckles emanated from the group. 

“What don’t we use real bombs?’ a man with a puzzled expression asked. 

“What bombs?’ Anderson raised his eyebrows. 

‘Nuclear bombs! What do you think?’ 

‘Oh! Because we have none.’ 

Laughter roared around the room. 

‘What?’ The man jerked his head back in surprise. ‘I thought we had plenty of them.’ 

‘Looks like we’ve got a new boy on the team,’ Anderson said with a smirk. He took his boot 
off the chair and shrugged his shoulders as he stood erect. ‘Don’t believe everything you read, 


boy — or see, or hear.’ 


When derisive laughter was aimed at the confused man, he sank in his chair and his cheeks 
flushed red as he frowned. 


‘We don’t need any bombs,’ Anderson said. ‘The threat of them is more effective.’ 


A hush descended over the room. All eyes turned curious as they focused on the commander. 


‘Fearing the playground bully is more effective than him punching you in the nose. Heck! It’s 
ten times more effective.’ Anderson gestured with his long arms. ‘It’s the fear we want to 
create. We control the enemy, and our own people, by fear.’ 


A few mutterings of approval rose from the group. 
‘Okay, men. Find yourself a computer in the room next door and get to it.’ 


<><><> 


I spent the rest of the day at a computer on the web finding clips of the sun and explosions. I 
got an hour’s worth of the sun alone. The man next to me was splicing sun pictures with 
microscopic images of bacteria devouring bodily cells. ‘What are you doing that for?’ I asked. 


‘The bacteria looks like radiation from the nuclear blast,’ he explained. ‘It’s eating away at the 
film.’ 


‘Oh, that’s impressive.’ 


I got back to work and wondered if I could come up with something as original and clever. I 
searched for images of blood splatter and used them as a backdrop. I thought it came out well. 
It impressed Anderson. What appeared like a regular explosion morphed into the sun with the 
skyline turning fiery red. ‘We could use that one,’ the commander said, looking over my 
shoulder and grinning. He patted me on the shoulder as he slurped his coffee. ‘Keep up the 
good work.’ 


The man next to me was blending pictures of fungi and explosions to find the perfect mushroom 
cloud effect. ‘Do you think this one looks authentic enough?’ he asked Anderson. 


The intelligence officer, behind him, bent low and wrinkled his nose with slightly parted lips 
as he peered at the screen. ‘A lot of the younger generation haven’t seen a nuclear explosion 
before,’ he retorted. ‘They won’t know what they’re looking at. They’re uninformed about a 
lot of things. You could say it’s anything you like.’ 


I glanced over my shoulder at the officer. His smile inflated his cheeks. He held his body 
upright with his coffee held steady and moved on to the next team member. Satisfied with what 
he saw, he monitored the next one. 


‘Commander, I can’t make anything look good,’ a team member said in a dejected tone. 


The officer approached him briskly. ‘Don’t worry, this job gets easy after a while. Let’s see 
what you got there ... oh, okay, I see what you mean. Here, let me show you how easy this is.’ 


Anderson spilled some of his coffee on a sheet of paper next to the computer. He whipped his 
communicator out, took a snapshot of the stain, and sent it to the file on the computer. 


‘What else have you got there? Oh, some pictures of fire ... okay, let’s mix them like that. Got 
a picture of the sun there? Okay, good. Always use the sun. Keep the pictures consistent. Mix 
them all — that’s it! Now, look at that! That’s a beautiful design. Put clouds in there. Don’t 
overlap them. Make it look authentic.’ The commander waited a minute while the team member 
spliced the images together. ‘Look at that! Now you’ve got the most beautiful picture of the 
most horrendous bomb ever devised by man. Now you got to think of a name ... the Thor 500.’ 


The commander grinned as he stood up straight and tightened his muscles. ‘Make the enemy 
shit their pants. Give the troops at the front hope, too, don’t you think? And the civilians back 
home — they’ll be mightily impressed. We’ve got the big bad bully upstairs who can deal a lot 
of damage if you fuck around with us.’ 


The officer chuckled, picked up his coffee, and moved on to the next screen. Soon he was 
standing behind the man next to me and gawking over his shoulder. 


‘Oh, that’s good,’ Anderson remarked. He leaned closer to the screen, put his finger out and 
almost touched it. ‘You might put me out of a job!’ 


As the officer slurped his coffee, I glanced behind me and saw the grin plastered across his 
face, but his eyes were lifeless and his body was still. 


‘We’ll have to get you working on the new virus variant after this,’ the commander further 
encouraged the man next to me. ‘It’s the Super Duper Mutant Fuccuranus 33.666 Ninja 
variant.’ Anderson laughed with his wide, brimming smile, showing all his glaring teeth. He 
patted the man on the shoulder. ‘Well done,’ he said and moved on. 


<><><> 


We donned our battle gear and were sent out into the desert, ten kilometres from the military 
base. The information units had formed a one-hundred-man company and we stood in loose 
formation. In the distance, coastal plains and valleys cut into the plateau, and before us spread 
the barren land with thick salt crusts, cracked and jarred, that covered the desolate terrain. The 
sun was at its brightest which made it unbearable to stand there for too long. 


‘Put on your face masks and googles!’ 


The loudspeaker blasted behind me and, through the dark lenses, I looked at the dozen 
spotlights erected on trucks that were pointed at us. There were nine film crews and two dozen 
photographers behind us, ready to capture our actions. 


‘When the lights come on, everybody turns away from them and crouches as low as possible!’ 


We repeated the directions at least ten times until the men did them simultaneously. When the 
trucks with the spotlights drove away, I saw a thousand crates of dynamite piled fifty metres 
high a kilometre ahead. 


The loudspeaker again: ‘Look at the explosion, shield your eyes — not now! Wait until the blast. 
Don’t move too much! [Il give you a countdown....’ 


Get ready for it, I thought. Here it comes. When the countdown finished, an enormous flash 
filled the sky as the thousand crates of dynamite exploded like a giant bonfire with balls of fire 
hurled into the air and a rising column of smoke and dust forming a cloud that filled the sky. 
Waves of hot air and dust shot towards us. We braced ourselves for the impact. When the 
concussion blast hit us, men dropped to their knees and clasped their hands over their ears. 


After the waves of hot air passed, we viewed the fire and rising smoke upon the brittle earth. 
A minute later, the loudspeaker roared: ‘Cut!’ I turned to the man next to me. His battle gear 
didn’t fit and he was perspiring heavily under his helmet. 


My eyelids narrowed. ‘That doesn’t look like a nuclear explosion,’ I said. ‘It’s only a kilometre 
away.’ 


The man, squirming in the heat, glanced at me. “No one will know that,’ he said. ‘It’s all about 
perspective. They can say it’s twenty kilometres away. Who can tell the difference?’ 


I frowned as I viewed the massive crater with pockets of fire and curling thick black smoke. 


“All these units here are witnesses to the event.’ The man chuckled as sweat soaked through 
his face mask. ‘And cameras to take a record. Who can deny it? The greatest weapon devised 
by man!’ 


His laughter blended with the chatter of the other men who took off their helmets and goggles. 
I shook my head and cursed, a rage building in me. There would be no end to the lies, I realized, 
even at the end of the world when you thought it would be impossible to lie anymore. The lies 
came and would keep on coming — as long as the Devil and his minions walked the Earth. 


Chapter Eight 


Lovergirl sat in the transport opposite me, in his olive green army jacket and red linen skirt, 
with his long curly red hair, white makeup, needle eyelashes, and cherry-blossom lipstick. It 
was a long face with a long mouth stretched and hanging open on one side. His pointy, polished 
fingernails resembled claws as he cradled his automatic rifle awkwardly in his lap. He was a 
part of the Tranny Platoon that had joined the First Information Unit. After two weeks of basic 
training, we were sent to the front line, ahead of other units, as part of a joint special-operations 
force. Both our teams crammed the transport. 


“You have outlived your usefulness,’ was all Anderson had said with a grim expression when 
explaining why he sent our information unit to the front, as if he expected never to see us again, 
as if he knew our fate in advance. And that fate was to die. 


‘I’m not a he or a she or a him or a her.’ Across from me, the big-breasted tranny tossed his 
long red curly hair over his shoulder and spoke in a lofty tone: ‘And if you call me one, P1 tell 
Jack-O and he’ll shoot you on the spot.’ 


Jack-O was the rat-like army intelligence commissioner. He was so small only the top of his 
round head was visible as he sat in the front passenger seat. 


‘Jack-O’s on my side,’ Lovergirl said smugly, his eyes probing the others in the truck. ‘I do 
him special favours. And I get more rations than you.’ 


I dropped my head, not wanting to catch the tranny’s hardened gaze. A he or a she? Best if I 
didn’t call him anything, I thought. I was bound to get the pronoun wrong, and that would be 
enough to have me lined up against the wall and shot. Hearing Lovergirl’s high throaty cackle, 
I raised my head and saw him digging out dirt from under his polished fingernails. There were 
scabs on his long legs and the red linen skirt was tatty with holes in it. The cherry lipstick 
stained his teeth as he sneered. He noticed I had seen his unclean fingernails, so he quickly 
tucked them under the rifle stock on his lap. 


‘I’m a they or a them,’ he said with that overriding tone of superiority, ‘and that’s what you 
call me.’ 


I had met plenty of trannies when bar-hopping, got on well with them, became good friends 
with some of them like Bruce — heck! Bruce had even saved my life on the eve of the Great 
Purge — saw them as normal because to me that’s what they were, so that’s how they treated 
me. Their blood was red just like everyone else’s. But this one across from me was particularly 
galling. 


His boob transplant was impressive, but each time the truck went over a bump, he jumped out 
of his seat, his head skewed back which stretched his long neck, and his Adam’s apple was 
plain to see. The truck rocked as it hit another pothole. Lovergirl jostled back into his seat and 
then shifted his boobs so they fitted snugly inside his flak jacket. 


‘I’m gonna kick ass when I get to the front.’ Loverboy’s voice wasn’t so high anymore, but it 
had an irritating, squeaky tone. ‘Ooh yeah! Can’t wait. Gonna cut off the dicks of the enemy 
and shove it in their mouths. That’s what I’m gonna do. Jack-O told me our job was to terrorize 
the enemy. Lower their morale. That’s why we were picked ahead of the other units. We’re the 
tough guys. And I’m tougher than all of you!’ He paused. ‘That’s why they picked you, too, 
Ditch.’ 


I raised my eyebrows. He fastened his eyes with the spiky lashes on me. I tried to avert his 
gaze, but he had mentioned my name so I had to look him square in the face. He sneered as 
cracks appeared in the white makeup plastered on his face. 


“What makes you so hard, Ditch? What makes you so cold? Ain’t seen anyone hard as you 
before. What makes you that way? At basic training, when we had to kill a man, how easy it 
was for you. What you did with that piece of string! Man, that was nasty. You nearly 
decapitated that prisoner. Looked like you enjoyed it, too. What made you that way, Ditch? 
Why did you leave your humanity behind?’ 


My heart shuddered. I shifted about uneasily in my seat. I had expected no one to call me out 
like that. As the transport rumbled along, other men were staring awkwardly at me. I kept silent, 
still, with my head slightly lowered and not casting my gaze upon anything, but expecting more 
questions to be thrown my way. Loverboy grinned, on the verge of breaking into another hearty 
laugh. Best if I said nothing. Anything I said would fire him up more. 


‘What did you do before the purge, Ditch?’ Lovergirl asked me. 
I ignored him. 


‘I was a drag queen storytime teller,’ Lovergirl said, answering his own question. ‘The kids 
used to love me. I was the best.’ 


“Yeah — the best at dicking the kids.’ That off-the-cuff comment from someone was met with 
a howl of laughter that filled the truck. 


‘Shut up!’ Loverboy hollered. He flinched in his seat and his hands were fidgety. ‘I didn’t touch 
any of them. Being a tranny was a way for child predators to get into the school system and, 
believe me, they got their way with the kids. But not me. I didn’t touch them. I respected my 
job. We were employed by child-care custody services, but, in reality, they were a front for 
political groups that wanted to legalize paedophilia. If you discovered what the pedos were 
doing to the kids, you said nothing, otherwise you’d be branded as transphobic or a white 
supremacist Nazi and get fired. It was the perfect plan.’ 


The truck rattled as it hit another bump in the road. After Lovergirl’s rant, it was a while before 
anyone spoke again. 


‘Look at my nails!’ After cleaning them, Lovergirl held them up. ‘Aren’t they beautiful?’ 
There was no response. 


Lovergirl shrugged his shoulders, sighed and lowered his hands. His eyes fell on me again. ‘I 
like you, Ditch,’ he said. ‘Maybe we can get together after this battle is over. Go on a date. I'll 
give you some head.’ 


The others laughed. 


I never looked at him directly, but my gaze was somewhere near him. I shuddered in my seat, 
gripping my automatic. What made you that way, Ditch? Why did you leave your humanity 
behind? 


Those words were circling my mind. My eyes felt wet as I closed them. In the darkness, I was 
trapped in the past — when I still had that humanity in me, before it was ripped away from me 
forever. 


<><><> 


I was nine years old, walking through the park on my way to school. I was wearing my face 
mask, but the material was flimsy and the autumn breeze went right through it and I felt the 
coolness on my face. It gave me a good feeling. I took off my mask and smelt the fresh air. The 
sun was shining. What could be wrong? The voice in my head was saying there was nothing 
wrong. My eyes widened as my lungs filled with crisp air. It was so sweet I could almost taste 
it. I glanced around. The shrubbery and flowers were dancing in the breeze. Where was the 
virus? At that moment, I knew the virus wasn’t real. 


Other people were wearing their masks but they weren’t aware of me. However, a middle-aged 
man in a bowler hat, suit and tie, fifteen metres away, stood on a path that ran parallel to the 
trees, and he had taken off his mask, too. He was waiting to catch my eye and when he did he 
smiled. I waved and smiled back. It was a funny thing but I thought I had known him forever. 
He was the only person in my life who seemed real. I saw his lips move. Was he speaking to 
me? I couldn’t hear a word. 


‘PUT ON YOUR FUCKING MASK!’ the voice screamed out from the big-breasted woman 
who approached the man, pointing her finger and screaming in an enraged fit. 


‘HE’S NOT WEARING A MASK!’ another voice erupted in hot fury. ‘HE’S THE DEVIL!’ 


I slipped my mask back on before anyone had noticed, but it was too late for the man in the 
bowler hat, suit and tie. 


‘HE’S SPREADING THE VIRUS!’ another voice rose as a pack formed and moved in on him. 
“HE’S WORSE THAN HITLER! WORSE THAN TRUMP! HE WANTS TO KILL US ALL! 
GET HIM!’ 


I stared with wide-open eyes as the pack circled him and jumped on him like wild beasts. When 
they wrestled him to the ground, they kicked and clawed at him. Horrendous shouts and 
screams muffled his protests. Birds in the trees behind them shot into the air. 


‘HOW DARE YOU — YOU SON OF A WHORE!’ 


With horror, I saw bits of flesh thrown into the air. When the pack settled down and moved 
away, nothing remained of him but scraps of meat and a few bloodied limbs. The big-breasted 
woman, with wide buttocks and dishevelled hair hanging over half of her face, turned and faced 
me, her teeth locked in a vicious grin. She screamed in a blood-thirsty, murderous rage with 
words I couldn’t understand — then held up the severed head dripping blood from the loose, 
dangling flesh. Murky darkness swam in my mind and an overwhelming bleakness paralyzed 
me — that futility turning into indifference to life and death. 


<><><> 


The column of transports stopped. We put on our face masks and got out. Grey clouds had 
gathered with the red tinge of twilight. As I exited the back of the truck, I stepped on a decaying 
corpse. It had turned to sludge and my boot went right through the stomach cavity. 


We stood against the threshold of dead land. The cruel cold had stirred mud with rain and 
blood. Hundreds of dead soldiers covered the landscape, half-buried in the mire or floating in 
puddles of rainwater. There wouldn’t be much left of them after another deluge, I thought. A 
skull with its death grin was sticking out of the mud, the dark sockets of its hollow eyes fastened 
on me. 


The red light edging through the cloud cover meant the end of the rain. Mountains in the 
distance had trapped the residue and soil from them had washed down to the lower regions, 
making them boggy. Death would meet us along our journey and at the end of it, I thought. 
Looking ahead, I saw the ruins of the Wildcat outpost that was our target. An extra chill 
shuddered through me. It had been my hometown. It was a feeling hard to understand, like a 
heavy weight upon me but also an emptiness inside. My skin was burning but my heart was icy 
cold. 


Transports clogged the road, so we had to traverse the ground. We were in loose formation. 
Lovergirl, behind me, was moving awkwardly with his long legs getting stuck in the mud. He 
let off a high-pitched squeal when he walked past a corpse. Other soldiers were looking ahead, 
but Lovergirl was often looking behind, in case the enemy surrounded him, his white-powdered 
face grimacing. 


In the murky light, the olive green army jackets of soldiers blended with the black-brown earth 
until the colours were indistinguishable. The hump sack was heavy on my back. With each 
step, my boot sank further into the mud, but gradually the Wildcat outpost in the distance grew 


bigger. Behind me, a soldier whistled a slow-paced tune that sounded like the wind. I saw a 
soldier’s boot half-buried in the mud. A rat stuck its snout out of it and quickly disappeared 
back inside. 


Jack-O was following the soldiers, brandishing his rifle. ‘Keep your face masks on,’ he kept 
reminding us, ‘or you’ll catch the virus!’ 


Shut the fuck up, I said to myself. Catch the virus? If so, then why didn’t we catch the virus in 
the transports when we didn’t have to wear our stupid masks? The only bright spot was that 
the face masks lessened the stench of decay. 


The ruins of my hometown loomed larger. Souls of its dead inhabitants were writhing inside 
me; their wails and screams filled my head. One step further was another step closer to an all- 
encompassing horror difficult to fathom. I felt an icicle stabbing my heart. Would another layer 
of my humanity be taken away? Would any of it remain? Maybe Lovergirl was right. I was a 
walking corpse — a monster. 


Glancing behind me, I saw the tall gangly transvestite stepping clumsily over dead bodies. The 
white makeup had peeled away to reveal wrinkles above his face mask, and his eyes appeared 
trapped in a daze. His hands, with the long pointy fingernails, clamped his rifle harder than 
necessary. 


To my left, a Zealot squad was screaming in blood-thirsty hysterics as they danced around 
bodies and celebrated death — and extolled their own insanity as well — but a grumbling sound 
drowned their screams. 


I looked up. The rumble in the sky grew louder until it was deafening. 
‘There they are!’ someone behind me shouted. 


I felt the vibration in the air. A fleet of Vault Assault Crusaders soared overhead towards the 
outpost, their smoke trails like white brush strokes painting the sky. Anti-aircraft flak from 
remaining resistance in the city peppered the sky. The jet fighters spun and weaved, dodging 
them as best they could. One Crusader got hit, spiralled down and exploded into gas and flame 
when it hit the ground. 


Cries of alarm escalated around me. The fighter jets circled and attacked the ruined outpost 
again, flying through the flak and nose-diving towards the surface-to-air-missile launchers. 
After a few more explosions lit up the night sky, there was silence and no flak was visible. 


The order came to stop. A minute later, a new growl started in the sky. The dozen-strong 
bomber fleet flew overhead in wing formation. For the past month, they had been bombing the 
city, reducing it to pulverized ruins, and this was their last sortie. When they dropped their load, 
the earth rumbled and the sky filled with flashes of light. Twisting columns of smoke and fire 
rose from the city. We stared in awe at the sight. Concussion blasts swept away the clouds, and 
the waves of hot air were visible as they raced towards us. ‘Get down!’ voices cried, and we 
turned and ducked a moment before the concussion blast struck and the hot air smothered us. 


It was a few moments before I got up. The impact of seeing large sections of my hometown 
evaporate caused a weight to press down and squeeze my bones; and the emptiness inside me 
turned to a weariness I couldn’t shake off. Buildings had been blasted into dust or consumed 
by fire. 


We lay in the cold field that night, next to the decomposing corpses and ponds of rainwater 
covered in crusts of dried blood. Most of us couldn’t sleep because of the bitter cold and stench. 


<><><> 


In the morning, we got up like old men. Jack-O was shouting orders, his small flimsy body 
darting over mounds of earth. We were told to advance towards the smouldering ruins of the 
outpost where parts of it were still burning. Smoke had mixed with fog to form a reddish-brown 
haze over the ruins. It looked like hell we were trudging towards, and something inside me was 
telling me that hell was what it would be. 


A low, creeping mist covered the field and the road leading to the outpost. I shuddered in the 
freezing cold, the zip of my flak jacket scratching my neck. We passed the burning hull of a 
tank. A body like blackened charcoal lay stuck in the turret. There were dead, bloated cattle 
lying prone on their backs with their legs sticking up. I had become indifferent to the dead long 
ago and now looked into the eyes of each corpse. In the deathly silence and stillness, no leaf 
on a tree moved, no breeze dare came to stir the trapped souls of the dead. How many of them 
had lived the lie? Those who lived the lie were the lie. As penance, would their souls remain 
in this forlorn wasteland for eternity? In the grey sky, even the sun refused to emerge. Only the 
air of death surrounded me. 


The devastated ruins came clearly into view. I couldn’t recognize it as my hometown anymore. 
Half an hour later, we entered the outskirts. Preceding sorties had levelled most of the city. A 
few buildings were standing, but most were charred ruins and some were still burning. Other 
units had arrived and were loitering the streets, laughing and joking, taking potshots at rats that 
scampered amid the rubble, rounding up civilians, dragging them out of the rubble where they 
had been hiding, ridiculing and harassing them. 


A large building to my left was on fire. Heat from the flames warmed my face and lit up the 
drab sky like a morning in hell. Timber broke off from the building and crashed to the ground. 
A man on fire stumbled past me, lit up like a torch, his limbs twisting in the flames. He fell and 
remained still, his body cast in the orange glow of fire. I watched in amazement as his ghost 
leaped out of the flames, spun in the air, and shot towards the sky. 


Other soldiers loitering nearby were staring at the ruins. They didn’t appear alive or dead, but 
somewhere between. Lovergirl stood next to me. His red skirt and flak jacket were caked in 
mud. As he turned and looked at me, I saw a tear trickle down the smear of white makeup left 
on his cheek. His voice was trembling: ‘If we get into any trouble, you’ll help me out, won’t 
ya, Ditch? I got a sweet spot for you. I feel safe around you. I can do you special favours when 
we see this through.’ 


I ignored him and continued walking. A black-clad Realm captain was staggering in the street 
in front of me, firing at shadows in the debris. His reddish face was twisted in fury and his eyes 
were wild and spinning. Behind him, buildings were on fire. 


We got the order to clear the area of bodies, so we began stacking them. Each time I looked at 
a particular stack, it had grown larger. A lot of the bodies were black, brittle, burnt and broke 
apart in our hands. Patches of fire were interspersed around us and we were dumping bodies in 
them as an easier way to dispose of them, until we were told to keep stacking them in case the 
fires got out of control. Transports would soon arrive to take them away. 


As I walked towards a body, I noticed a lane in the distance I had walked before, to and from 
school. I waited until we had a break, then snuck away from my unit and stood at the opening 
of the lane. Looking down it, memories of the past flashed before my eyes. 


Hangman’s alleyway — the alleyway that I fear. 


The lane was a mass of rubble and twisted steel on one side and half-crumbled buildings on 
the other. Fires in the streets further back were converging on the lane and ready to consume 
it. I saw the ruins of my old primary school behind the T-junction at the end of the lane, partly 
shrouded in a yellow-brownish mist. Due to the haze, it was hard to know how much of the 
school remained. 


Gripping my rifle tighter, I stepped into the lane, my eyes darting around. The dry air was 
choking me. I pictured myself walking down the lane from the other end, on my way home 
from school. The memory made me shudder. The bottom half of a corpse lay under rubble to 
my right: a thin man with a bowler hat burnt into his skull, and skin dangling from his 
outstretched arm and fingers. A whiskey bottle had melted into his hand. 


I took slow, deliberate steps. On my left, a scrawny figure was sitting on the curb and hunched 
over with sunken shoulders so his back was sticking up. His face was hidden. Half his body 
was burnt, most of his filthy blond hair had fallen out, and what clothes remained had seared 
into his skin, but somehow he was still breathing. As I got closer, my finger tightened on the 
trigger. A tremor rippled down my spine. I would be quick to fire at any movement, at any 
unexpected shadow. 


When he raised his eyes and looked at me, I recognized his old withered face with the 
protruding forehead. Oh, my God! It was him. His blond hair was more greyish and the few 
strands of it that remained stuck out of his pink half-burnt scalp. His pasty eyes were stuck on 
me. Then came the recognition from him. His burnt lips curled back, his mouth twisted into a 
grin, and he cackled like a crow. 


It was Mr Suckles, my old primary school teacher at the school at the end of the lane. He always 
had that grin under his prominent forehead, even now. His charred lips parted as he spoke: 
‘Hangman’s Alleyway — the alleyway that I fear.’ 


‘Shut up!’ I said, fuming. Stepping back, I nearly stumbled into the gutter. The heat, the air, 
the dust — everything was oppressive. But more so were the memories, like a vice clamped on 
my mind and pressing tighter, the memories stuck in me forever. My eyes darted frantically 
from one pile of rubble to another, from one blazing fire to the next. When I looked back at Mr 
Suckles, he had gone. 


Walking down the darkening lane in the gloom of twilight, the face mask straps tight around 
the ears, the fabric stifling my breathing, my school shirt hanging loose, passing the drunkards 
and homeless, their songs and drink, their repugnant body odour hanging in the air, their 
sneering faces turning to me, their feral eyes glued upon me, whispering: ‘You'll become like 
us, boy, I can see the future in your eyes — there isn’t much life left in them, your eyes becoming 
darker with each passing day. You’re a nowhere boy. Your eternal flame is dim. You don’t 
want to be part of the living. Sin and suffering are destined for you.’ 


<><><> 


In the corridor, the kids were lined up six feet apart. Most were under ten years old. Cotton- 
thin masks enwrapped their faces with the trapped air burning their cheeks and choking them. 
One by one, with lowered heads and hunched, sagging bodies, they entered the classroom. 


Owing to the mutant variation of the donkeypox, the permanent mask mandate and six-foot 
social distance protocols had been put into effect that day. As I waited in line, an odd feeling 
dawned on me. These new mandates would be my new reality, but, even worse, from that day 
on I realized that none of my friends or myself would ever be the same again. It was an eerie 
feeling, like the Devil was laughing at you. You couldn’t see him, but you knew he was there. 


Before I entered the class, I read the posters on the corridor wall: ‘Sexual freedom is love and 
peace’ and another “Be gay — be friendly and free.’ One glance at them was enough. I lowered 
my eyes and pretended not to see them. There were a few giggles behind me as other students 
read the posters, but the teacher off to my right pointed his finger and quietened them. 


‘Keep your distance, that’s right.” The teacher had a scratchy, grating voice. ‘Move your mask 
up, Tommy Smith. Let it cover your nose or else you will get detention.’ 


As I stepped into the class, the odd sensation I felt a moment before turned into a physical 
sickness. The air was oppressive. I no longer felt like a child. Whatever joy that entailed was 
shattered — gone forever. As I followed another student, maintaining my distance, tears were 
welling up in my eyes. 


‘Not so fast!’ A hand clamped down on my shoulder with terrific violence that sent a shudder 
through me like a stick whacking my bones, and the scratchy voice was scraping against my 
ear. “Wait ‘til you’re six feet apart!’ 


I had to follow arrows marked on the floor that led to the back of the class and then down an 
aisle towards the front, where I sat behind Tommy Smith. 


There were posters on the wall: “The Planned Parent Scheme — we care for children’ and “Let 
us help you choose the right gender for you.’ 


Mr Suckles stood at the front of the class, his hands clasped tightly behind his back and his 
broad shoulders stiff. His blond hair was combed back from his bone-thick, prominent 
forehead. His eyes had a peculiar gaze as he watched each child enter the class. A flat-screen 
television sat on a table behind him. 


When everyone was seated, the teacher, with the scratchy voice outside, entered, carrying a 
rainbow-coloured bag with the word ‘Pride’ on the side. He was tall and had a small round 
head with strands of hair hanging down from a mostly bald scalp. His long legs moved like a 
Daddy Longlegs as he took gaping strides past the desks and sat at the front. He put the bag 
down, stretched out and his thin spidery legs, and gripped his thighs with clenched bony-white 
fingers. 


‘Today we begin sex education,’ Mr Suckles began. 


What did he say? Had I heard him properly? My mind seemed to float inside my head. I heard 
giggles and a few voices were questioning what the teacher had said. 


Tommy Smith put up his hand. ‘Sir, I am only nine years old. Some of us are younger than 
that.’ 


‘Sex is your expression of freedom and identity.” With his eyes upon Tommy, Mr Suckles 
released his full-face smile. ‘The earlier you experience it, the better it will be for your well- 
being, personal growth, and contribution to a healthy, progressive, diverse, and equal society. 
Mr Throbs, can you please pass me the first exhibit?’ 


The man who sat next to him opened his rainbow-coloured ‘Pride’ bag, unfolded a large pink 
plastic penis and handed it to him. 


Mr Suckles held up the metre-long sex object like a newly won trophy. ‘This is how the thingy 
between the boys’ legs looks when they are aroused,’ he said. ‘Pass the item around so you can 
have a good feel.’ 


The giggles were louder. I sat in a daze. A voice in my head was telling me this was wrong, 
yet the teacher was telling me it was right. So was it wrong or right — right or wrong? I shook 
my head in confusion. 


Bad Teddy, the classroom bully, sat in the row next to me. He ripped his mask off, snorted, and 
a huge glob of snot shot out of his large bell-shaped nostrils. His circular eyes were spinning 
as he focused on the sex object. The grin stretched across his face until he looked like a wild 
boar in heat. Bad Teddy had been held back two years because of low grades. At twelve, he 
had begun his growth sprouts so he was bigger than the other children. He liked to pick the legs 
off spiders, but now he had something else to amuse himself with — a giant erect plastic penis! 


‘It is inserted into the girl’s vagina and it moves up and down when the act of sex takes place,’ 
Mr Suckles explained. ‘We want you to be happy and free, and this act will give you pleasure 
and freedom.’ 


Glancing up at the teacher, Mr Throbs nodded frantically. His bony fingers tightened on his 
thighs. His eyes were glowing like burning embers under his tiny round mostly bald head. 


‘Can you explain it a bit more?’ a child asked. 
“Well, yes, the penis moves up and down....’ 


When the object was handed to a little boy, he shrieked and was thrown back in his chair as if 
struck by an electric shock. ‘I don’t know what to do!’ he exclaimed. 


‘I just want you to feel the penis, that’s all,’ Mr Suckles said. ‘This might seem difficult for 
some of you at first, and that is to be expected, but you will get used to it over time and enjoy 
it ... Mr Throbs, the next exhibit, please.’ 


The teacher’s long arms plucked out a DVD from his rainbow-coloured bag. Mr Suckles 
inserted it into the DVD player and switched on the flat-screen television. 


‘This pornographic video will explain everything,’ Mr Suckles said in an explanatory tone. 
‘Watch this sex scene for ten minutes.’ As he fidgeted with the remote control, strands of blond 
hair fell over his thick forehead. He couldn’t get it to work and cursed under his breath. When 
the image came up, he sighed with relief. ‘Oh heck,’ he said, and tossed the remote control 
onto his desk, ‘watch the video for the rest of the morning.’ 


A few boys hollered and screamed, but a lot of other children sat mystified, their eyes watery 
and clouded over. Did they think it was right or wrong? I wondered curiously, glancing around 
at them. What voice was talking to them in their heads? 


Bad Teddy whined like a donkey and stamped his feet. Students turned to him and giggled. 
Drool dribbled from his face mask. His eyes widened as he twisted his neck and pounded the 
desk with his fist. It took a few minutes for him to settle. Once he did, he slumped in his chair, 
his head at a crooked angle, and gazed ahead, his mouth sucking in the face mask. His large 
flaring nostrils stuck out over the top of it. 


‘I don’t want to watch it!’ Sally Perkins was almost in tears; dimples pressed into her cheeks 
above her face mask. 


‘Shut up!’ another voice silenced her. 


Tommy Smith turned and looked at me. His hair was always neatly combed but now it was 
ruffled. I saw frowns embedded in his forehead above his freckled cheeks. His eyes had turned 
dull when before there had always been light in them. 


‘It’s okay, it’s part of the new syllabus,’ Mr Suckles said assuredly. 


‘I still don’t want to watch it,’ Sally protested. She sat back with her arms folded tightly and 
dropped her chin onto her chest, her eyes looking up and glaring at the teacher. Tears flowed 
over her dimples. 


‘Pause that video, please.’ The lanky frame of Mr Throbs stood up like a spider awakened and 
bending its long legs. 


Mr Suckles pressed ‘pause’, stepped aside, and allowed Mr Throbs to address the class. 


‘It’s been approved by the Planned Parent Scheme with government backing at both national 
and state level,’ he said in his scratchy voice. ‘Lots of tests have been done with conclusions 
drawn that the children have enjoyed it.’ He glanced at little Sally. “You will enjoy it too.’ 


‘Are you sure?’ she whimpered. 


‘Yes, I am. Your tears are a sign you will enjoy it.” Mr Throbs raised his itchy voice. ‘Your 
reaction is natural and has been mentioned in the studies. No other pleasure in this world 
matters except for the pleasures of the body and flesh. We want to teach you that pleasure. So 
give in it — enjoy it! And soon the pleasures will come. Soon you will be asking for more after 
the initial pain goes away.’ 


‘Pain?’ Sally frowned; her folded-arm posture hadn’t changed except for her head which had 
switched to a crooked angle. 


‘The pain of the physical act. Don’t worry. Pain is a sign of your excitement.’ Mr Throbs tried 
to smile, but it looked like a row of tiny sharp chainsaw teeth stretched across his face. “The 
animals in nature are free — we must become like them. Free like the birds that fly. At one with 
nature. At one with this reality. At one with the animals. That’s liberty, freedom, and equity. 
This is the new order of things. We’ ll talk more about animals later when you’ve had ... ah ... 
more experience. Mr Suckles, can you please start the video....’ 


Mr Suckles pressed ‘play’ and grinned when the video started. They showed us another video 
later that day. It was a gang rape. 


<><><> 


At the end of the alleyway, the school appeared out of the yellow-brown fog. I edged closer, 
passed a ten-metre-wide bomb crater at the T-junction, and stepped over a wire fence knocked 
over by the blast. I was in the playground. It was eerie to stand there as if I had been transported 
back in time. The old seesaw in the playpen emerged out of the mist, motionless like an old 
faded photo. I had sat on it many times, by myself because you had to be isolated from other 
students, looking up at the empty seat opposite me. 


There’s someone up there on the other end of the seesaw, looking back at me. I saw him when 
I closed my eyes. It was the Devil, laughing at me. 


Who were the other students in my class? Ican vaguely remember their faces. I can’t remember 
their names. Who was the girl I used to like, the girl with the dimples, the girl who used to 
smile a lot? 


Fog obscured the entrance to the main building behind the playground. I walked over there and 
stepped inside. I found myself in a lobby. The blast had taken a section of the wall away. It was 
so quiet I could hear my breathing. I stepped over plaster and heard it give way under my boots 
as I walked down a dark corridor. There was a poster on the floor. I crouched down, swept the 
plaster away, and read it: ‘Whiteness is a sickness’. I glanced up. Another poster was on the 
wall: ‘Get rid of your toxic masculinity and be a feminine boy.’ 


I got up and frowned. My heart was thudding loudly in my chest. Walking further along, I 
heard the crunch of rubble shifting under me, and came to the classroom. The door had been 
blown off its hinges. I stood in the doorframe and looked inside. It was dark, but I could make 
out the edges of upturned tables and chairs. The darkness smothered me. Blood was beating 
loudly in my ears. I imagined falling into a hole, tumbling down into that swirling black void 
until I stopped. I opened my eyes and there was light. The classroom was clean and spanking 
new, as I remembered it a long time ago. 


<><><> 


Little Sally Perkins had the most beautiful smile. It wrapped her entire face from ear to ear and 
enlarged the dimples in each cheek. She always smiled, and that was good because her smile 
was something you wanted to see. It lit up her face in a golden glow. It sweetened the air and 
made one swim in bliss. Her eyes grew larger and brighter when she smiled, and those eyes 
spoke to you and said, “I want to be your friend’. I was a slave to that smile — dizzy with the 
love and affection it entailed. 


The day we had to wear the face masks, I never saw her smile again. I saw her put it on in class, 
tucking her pigtails behind her ears. The dimples looked bigger on her cheeks so I knew she 
was smiling under her mask ... as she always did. 


At break time, we would go into the yard. The teachers had drawn circles on the concrete slabs 
and erected plastic sheets over them that looked like giant bubbles; and there was one for each 
child to sit inside and be isolated. Only one child at a time could enter the playpen. From inside 
my bubble, I watched a five-year-old boy sitting on the end of the seesaw while the other end 


was sticking up with the seat empty. He sat frozen to the seesaw, crouching with his knees up 
next to his face. It was an unemotional face. Blank eyes were staring up at an invisible friend 
on the other end of the plank. When his five minutes were up, the teachers would switch him 
out for another child. It would be my time soon, sitting on the end of the seesaw, looking up at 
the empty seat opposite me. Would I see the Devil again, staring back at me with his mocking 
grin? 


Sally would always sit in a bubble opposite me. I would wave at her and she would wave back. 
I knew she would be smiling under her face mask because the cotton fabric would stretch out 
and the dimples would sink deeper into her cheeks. This went on for a few days until one day 
she never waved back. 


<><><> 
I remember the last day I ever saw her. 


It was a cold, miserable day. The permanent mask mandate had been in effect for two months. 
Thick clouds gathered that cast shadows over the school. The bell rang to signal lunch break. 
Before Sally went outside, she slipped a note on my desk. I opened it and read: ‘Everything 
will turn out perfect in the end.’ I gazed into space. What did she mean by that? I shook my 
head and threw it into the wastebasket. 


The moment I walked into the yard was when everything changed — for me and the world; that 
precise moment when the downward spiral of mankind came to an abrupt halt, and the human 
race crashed hard and shattered beyond repair. 


The cold air was pressing my bones. I thought it odd seeing a group of boys chasing Sally 
around the yard, hollering and catcalling. Bad Teddy was the loudest. I shuddered in the cold, 
wrapping my arms around me, trying to comprehend the situation. 


Mr Suckles and Mr Throbs, to my left, were observing the peculiar spectacle. Mr Throbs was 
rocking hysterically on a chair, squealing with delight and kicking out with his spidery legs; 
his row of chainsaw teeth spread across his face. Mr Suckles stood upright with his chest 
sticking out and a purple vein throbbing on his thick-boned forehead. 


The laughter of the boys was ringing in my ears. I frowned. There was something awkward 
about their laughter. It was high-pitched, more like a mocking squeal. I had never heard a group 
of boys laughing like that before. 


Sally was screaming and waving her arms, but the more she screamed the more the two teachers 
next to me were urging the boys on. When the boys caught her, they threw her on the ground 
next to the playpen. She cried, ‘No! No!’ but the yelling of the boys and cheering of the two 
teachers next to me drowned her voice. 


‘Just like in the video!’ My Suckles cried out to them, his lips raised high so his red gums were 
visible above his gleaming teeth. Mr Throbs cackled with delight, curling his spidery legs. 


I gasped and stared in horror. I wanted to run and save her, but a force was holding me back 
like the giant hand of the Devil paralyzing me. Bad, painful thoughts entered my mind. Could 
I be like one of the boys? I thought. Would that make it right? If I accepted the bad thoughts as 
normal, would that make the pain go away? 


Sally died that day. The teachers told her parents she had had a car accident on the way home, 
but I knew otherwise. After the boys had finished with her, I had seen the ambulance arrive 
and take her stiff, broken body away. 


<><><> 


I exited the school, snarling, my back hunched, my automatic rifle out in front, walking out of 
that murky yellow-brown haze, my eyes taking in every object and shadow, eager for 
something to shoot at. You know who you are. You’re a man killer. And now you’re looking for 
something to kill. Don’t look behind. No need to. All the memories were burnt into your mind 
— snapshots of the past haunting you forever. 


I felt a breeze on my face that brought with it the stench of burning bodies. I got back to the 
main road where the troops were stacking corpses amid pockets of fire that were growing larger 
and brighter and were roaring and flashing. An order came for the fires to be doused and soon 
the fire engines arrived. Fat rubber hoses were uncoiled and dragged to each site, but the 
soldiers who helped weren’t used to this task and were clumsy with their efforts, or otherwise 
laughed and joked as they put out the flames. 


Timber fell from a house to my right, startling me. I turned. Zealots nearby were laughing at a 
body burning on the road. They lost interest when it stopped twitching. 


An army truck jammed its brakes in front of a pile of corpses. A captain jumped out, barked 
orders, and troops sprang out from the back and threw the bodies into it; then the truck shot 
away. Quickly, another transport arrived. I couldn’t see my unit so I walked further ahead. 
Telephone poles lay on the road and I stepped over a cable. Walking past a pile of rubble, I 
saw a doll lying on it, charred and disfigured, staring back at me with dead wooden eyes. 


I found my unit and the Tranny Platoon further up the street. Lovergirl was wandering 
aimlessly with stiff movements. His long pointy fingernails were cracked. Then the sound of 
bullets rang out and the soldiers scattered. A trooper near me got hit and fell on his face. I ran 
for cover behind a pile of rubble, hearing Lovergirl scream as he followed me and got down 
next to me. Crouching, I saw his bloodshot, empty eyes. There wasn’t much makeup left on 
his face and his long emaciated cheeks were red and burning hot. He grabbed my arm, his long 
fingernails clawing at me. I grimaced and yanked my arm free. He dipped his head and bent 
his shoulders. His spiky eyelashes had curled up. A tear was running down one side of his long, 
deeply creased face. 


A bullet clipped the debris a few inches from him and a piece of rubble scratched his cheek, 
drawing blood. He yelped, then remained quiet. His eyes were unmoving as he stared at me. 
His breathing was slow and regular through his face mask. 


Had he found a sense of inner peace? I wondered. Maybe he knew death was upon him and 
had accepted his fate? Or maybe he had owned up to a secret in his past and had come to terms 
with it. At the moment of death, things happened like that. 


Another bullet shot overhead and I crouched lower. Someone screamed as he got hit and then 
there was silence. The firing was coming from the top story of a half-crumbled building across 
the road. ‘There has to be two of them,’ I said to Lovergirl. ‘The interval between the bullets 
is too close together.’ I didn’t know if he heard me or not. I closed my eyes tight as another 
bullet flew overhead. 


‘I lied before,’ Lovergirl whimpered, his shoulders hunched. He lowered his head as his long 
curly red hair fell over his eyes. ‘I wasn’t a drag queen storytime teller so I could make money. 
I did it so I could have sex with children.’ 


I glared at him from the corner of my eye. 


‘I’m so sorry,’ he cried, choking on his tears. ‘I’m so sorry — I’m ready to pay for my sins. I 
want to repent before I die.’ 


I swallowed my breath, my eyes stretched wide open as I stared hard at him. 


A siren blared as an armoured vehicle raced up the street and stopped outside the building. 
With its machinegun aimed at the top floor, it let loose a hail of bullets, but return fire continued 
to pepper the rubble I hid behind. Then I heard the rumble as a tank rolled up the street. It 
sounded like a Terron-100. Peeking out from behind the debris, I saw its massive turret and 
chassis. The long-barrelled gun tilted up and aimed at the top story. I heard the whoosh of the 
shell and the top story disappeared in a cloud of smoke and fire. I was choking on the dust that 
enveloped me. There was a minute of silence before I heard the grinding tracks as the Terron- 
100 moved away. 


When the smoke and dust cleared, troops appeared on the street. Lovergirl got up, wiping the 
dust from his flak jacket. His curly red hair hung over her eyes and face mask. He was looking 
at me, hunched over and wheezing. 


Jack-O came up from behind and yelled: ‘Clear the bodies — put them into the trucks!’ I didn’t 
know a little man could yell so much. ‘We want to turn this section into an HQ! Come on — get 
to it!’ 


Further along the street, there was a camera crew at an intersection filming a pile of charred 
bodies. When I walked towards the bodies, I passed the presenter speaking with a microphone 
into the camera. 


‘Look at these bodies’ — the presenter was young, handsome, and clean-cut — ‘this is the 
evidence of the nuclear blast. Look at what the radiation does to the bodies. See how burnt they 
are and how their skin has peeled away. Look at the bodies behind me — they have been blown 
to smithereens. That’s what happens when the Bad Boy Billy 1000 is dropped on a city — the 
greatest weapon of our age. See what immense power is unleashed! Only a nuclear weapon can 
do damage like this.’ 


I shook my head and frowned. Only a nuclear weapon? You mean a fleet of twelve bombers on 
a one-month bombing raid, don’t you? I ground my teeth under my face mask. 


‘The Wildcats have brought this upon themselves for not surrendering,’ the presenter said; a 
haughty grin had mixed with his clean-cut, handsome-boy image. ‘Maybe they will now.’ 


I picked up a body and carried it to a transport. At the end of the world, there would only be 
lies. Heck, maybe there had always been lies, I thought. Maybe that’s why it was the end of the 
world. 


<><><> 


After we cleared the bodies, Jack-O ordered our information unit to move further into the city 
and help clear out nests of resistance. We saw little fighting. After an hour, we arrived at a 
warehouse turned into a makeshift hospital. A barbed-wire fence surrounded it. It had been 
bombed and part of the roof had fallen in. Soldiers were clearing away the debris and bodies. 
Outside the hospital lay miles of flat, devastated land — neighbourhoods completely levelled. 


I walked inside the hospital. It was a massive ward holding hundreds of sick and wounded. The 
beds took up all the space and the horrible mixture of moans and cries permeated through it. A 
medic ran past me and nearly slipped over in a puddle of blood. It was better to keep the mask 
on because the stench made it difficult to breathe. 


A film crew was recording patients with severe burns, blaming that on the Bad Boy Billy 1000. 
Nurses were holding down a patient convulsing on a bed. The camera crew were filming him. 
When the director said, ‘Cut,’ the nurses walked away as the patient continued thrashing his 
limbs and choking. Nobody cared for him anymore because the filming was done. They’d 
blame his seizures on the Bad Boy Billy, I thought with a mix of repulsion and anger. Was 
there nothing that wouldn’t be blamed on the Bad Boy Billy 1000? Is that what the hospital 
was for? Not to treat wounded but to prove the existence of a supposed doomsday weapon? A 
minute later, the patient died and was replaced. 


I walked out of the makeshift hospital, waiting for the anger to subside, but it was like a flame 
burning in me and blood was pulsing against my skull. I trembled in the cold, and ripped the 
mask off so I could breathe better. What was worse? The horrendous death and destruction 
around me or the lies that would be told about it and be part of the official record? 


Across the road, an industrial zone had been turned into an army compound, complete with 
barracks, supply depot, and a mess hall. I joined up with a few members from my unit loitering 
outside the base. We hadn’t received passes so we couldn’t get inside. When night fell, we 
unloaded our hump sacks, erected our tents, and set up camp outside the base. 


<><><> 


I woke up in the morning to the sound of marching troops. I packed my tent and put on my face 
mask. We waited for the company to march inside the base before we joined the rear, blended 
in with them, and got past the guards. 


A mist had fallen and made the air chilly, so I raised the collars of my flak jacket and tightened 
the zip. Realm troopers hung about; many had taken off their face masks and were smoking 
cigarettes or chatting, idly passing the time. On the left side of the base, there was a massive 
burn pit where bodies were being disposed of. Trucks were driving in and out of the compound 
at regular intervals, dumping bodies into the pit, then going out for another load. The crackle 
of burning corpses sounded throughout the compound and the stench saturated the air. 


We headed for the mess hall. Our olive army fatigues conflicted with the black attire of Realm 
troops, but no one appeared to mind. As we ate breakfast in the mess, we got a few concerning 
glances, but once we said we were part of the intelligence department no further looks came 
our way and no questions were asked. We finished our meal. When we walked outside, a wind 
blew ash from the burning corpses around us and made our skin greasy and filthy grey. 


We got a call to meet up with the Tranny Platoon and the Zealots near the city centre two 
kilometres away, so we headed there. ‘Cheer up,’ Jack-O had said on the communicator. 


“You’ve got R & R when you get back.’ The boys cheered, hollered, and walked faster to their 
destination. Only a happy group, I thought, happy that their killing was done. 


After a kilometre, I stopped and looked down. A street sign lay in the dust. I crouched and 
brushed the dust away. I knew that street name. It was my old neighbourhood. I looked around. 
The entire area was levelled; all the houses were gone. I got up, realizing I was standing at an 
old intersection. 


Memories were flooding back. On that spot, I remembered there had been a blockade and I was 
talking to a police officer on the last day I ever saw my parents. What had become of them? 
They were strangers now. They were strangers back then. Lies had turned them into zombies. 
All the media and propaganda had made them senseless. Facts and logic were frowned upon — 
only emotion, ridicule, and power applied to their reason. Their insanity was the definition of 
the age — the demarcation of pure Satanic evil. 


The information unit carried on walking and left me behind. I glanced over my shoulder. A 
white swirling mist was following me up the street — the same street where, all those years ago, 
I had seen the last remnants of the human race throw away their last traces of dignity and fight 
like wild beasts. 


The mist surrounded me, and I couldn’t see my unit anymore or get my bearings. The mist 
trapped me. I felt sleepy, wanting to fade away ... back to another time — to when mankind had 
reached the end of its death spiral and had been blasted into extinction. It was ugly to see, 
where all benevolence had vanished from the human vessel. In those last days, an evil core had 
replaced the soul of man. At the end of existence, mankind had plummeted to the depths of 
sickness and depravity — and I was back in that place and time, where the goodwill of man and 
woman existed no more. 


<><><> 
‘They’re coming for your children!’ the wrathful man bellowed. 


Blocking out the moon, the face was looking down at me: foam from the mouth dripping into 
the long beard, black irises dancing in the red-strained pits of the eyes, the mouth contorted, 
the long nostrils flaring. 


I was nine years old, the school bag strung over my shoulder. I felt the skin crawl over my flesh 
and there was a writhing in the deep pit of my stomach. In the early evening light, shops were 
on fire and there was a lot of screaming and shouting. Pockets of flames extended down the 
street. 


‘They’re coming for their minds!’ the man screamed in a wild rage. ‘They’ll turn them into 
demons, fill their minds with poison, turn them against their parents! They want to jab them. 
Then they want to change their gender. For the love of God — save the children!’ 


‘He’s white!’ A voice rang out from across the road. ‘Get him!’ 


Tall and gangly, the man nearly fell as he stepped off the gutter. He ran away with flailing 
arms, long skinny legs, and foam shooting from his mouth. 


The pack of hooligans was gaining and nearly upon him. Waving machetes and daggers, they 
shrieked and drowned out his ranting. 


When they caught him, they threw him into the middle of the road. I saw him lying on his back 
and thrashing his long skinny limbs as he screamed; then the knives and machetes silenced 
him. Blood flowed towards the conduit. 


My heartbeat was thumping louder. I kept my head low, pretending I was the Invisible Man 
from the comic book in my school bag, and crept further along, hoping no one would notice 
me. I had to keep to the middle of the road because shops were burning. I walked past an 
overturned car on fire and the heat was in my face. A mob armed with carving knives and 
machetes was running down the street, screaming and howling like wild dogs. A trail of bodies 
lay behind them. My body was shaking as I walked past the corpses. One had its skull split 
open. Furniture taken from shops had been dumped in the road and set alight. A wheelbarrow 
filled with looted goods rolled past me. 


Looters were ransacking a shop to my right. The distraught shopkeeper was on the pavement, 
next to a police officer. ‘I can’t do anything,’ the police officer explained to him. ‘It’s the new 
normal. They don’t have white privilege, so it’s their right to loot.’ 


‘But a lot of the looters are white!’ Exasperated, the shopkeeper threw up his hands. 
‘It doesn’t matter. It’s their ideology that matters. They don’t have white ideology.’ 


I walked on, taking in quick breaths. My legs felt heavy. I was hesitant to move an inch in case 
I might sink into this new reality, this nightmare, and become a part of it. 


A gang of shirtless, dark-skinned, well-armed militants were guarding a Jeep that was parked 
outside a shop. They had pulled the owners — a black elderly couple — out of the shop and 
thrown them onto the street. 


‘I’m black!’ the elderly woman pleaded as she knelt and threw her arms in the air, watching 
the militants raid her shop. 


‘It doesn’t matter,’ a goon said, snarling at her. ‘You’ve got white privilege.’ 


Another goon threw a bucket of white paint over her. ‘You look white now!’ he said, and roared 
with laughter. 


As I walked further along, their repeating war cry rang in my ears: ‘Black is good — white is 
evil!’ 


A middle-aged man ran out of a shop, holding a bag of toilet rolls. He pumped his fist in the 
air and screamed: ‘YESSS! — I HAVE MY ESSENTIAL ITEMS!’ From across the street, I 
looked at him with a bewildered gaze. He was potbellied, barrel-chested, and partly bald. 
Wrinkles infested every part of his rough-looking face, and his mouth snapped and snarled. 


A group emerged from behind him. Sullen and dejected, they dropped their bags of groceries 
and cried: ‘He’s taken the last of the toilet paper — give us some!’ 


As he turned and laughed at them, another much younger man ran up behind him and bowled 
him over in a double-armed tackle. The rolls of toilet paper went flying. Some people ran and 
picked up a roll, then scampered off down the street, leaving their bags of groceries behind. 


The middle-aged man, lying on his back, was covered in strips of toilet paper. Raising his head, 
he saw the younger man approach. He got up, the tissue clinging to his body. Armed with a 
roll of toilet paper, he stood facing his younger foe. ‘It’s all mine!’ he screamed in a demonic 
rage, and threw the roll of toilet paper at him. ‘The toilet paper is all mine!’ 


‘No! I need to do a crap!’ The younger man’s face, gentle before, had turned dark red with his 
eyelids narrowed, and his nose appeared sharper. 


The older man withdrew a pocket-knife. They grappled on the street. The younger man grabbed 
the older one’s arm and bit it so he released his knife. Then they rolled over, scratching, biting, 
and clawing at each other as a few pedestrians looked on. The barrel-chested man got the 
younger man in a chokehold and threw him to the ground. He found his knife and picked it up. 
The younger man got up, threw a roll of toilet paper at the older man, and charged him. The 
older man stabbed him in the gut. The younger man staggered back, his face frozen in a death 
mask, and slumped over. He lay on his back as blood flowed in a torrent from his mouth. 
Strewn tissue around him was stained red. 


Clutching the knife, the older man staggered away, bending forward and puffing. He found a 
toilet roll on the ground and, with the last strength in his body, bent down and picked it up. 


Holding the toilet paper up high with one hand, and clutching his knife in the other, he 
screamed: ‘VICTORY! VICTORY!’ His eyes were throbbing as he gnashed his teeth. Here 
was the battle of the ages. No battle in the annals of history could compare. 


As the rest of the pedestrians scurried away like cockroaches with rolls of toilet paper they had 
gathered, I looked on and observed what mankind had evolved into after thousands of years of 
history. What mankind had become. That roll of toilet paper in the man’s hand signified 
mankind’s greatest achievement — to know that you can relax when you’re doing a crap! You’d 
only understand that when you knew humans, as a species, had reached their extinction point. 
That roll of toilet paper would be your final, and greatest, victory. 


I moved on, keeping my head low. There was a checkpoint ahead. Barbed wire stretched across 
the street and police were guarding it. I gazed ahead, an icy frost clinging to me. My parents’ 
house was two blocks away, but I couldn’t get through. Short of breath, I walked up to a police 
officer guarding the blockade. He was beefy with a plump face that looked rounder because of 
his receding hair. 


‘Where do you think you’re going, little boy?’ Long thin eyelashes above his face mask were 
visible and they met together at sharp angles when he stared down at me. 


‘I’ve got to get home.’ 


‘Through there?’ The police officer glanced over his shoulder. ‘No way. This entire section — 
five blocks — is cordoned off. It’s the virus, you know. You’d better put your mask on, little 
boy.’ 


I didn’t know it, but I would never see my parents again. I didn’t feel I knew them, anyway. I 
had hardly seen their faces for six months. My father wore two masks at home and my mother 
three, their panicky eyes glued to the television every evening, alert for updates — any news — 
about the virus and its variants, about how deadly they were, and how they might kill them. 


‘A lot of people back that way aren’t wearing any masks when they’re robbing and looting,’ I 
said, pointing down the street. 


The police officer’s hefty body jerked. Although his mask hid half his face, his eyelashes and 
creases on his forehead were prominent under his receding hairline. ‘The virus doesn’t affect 
them.’ His eyelashes were moving up and down rapidly. ‘It doesn’t affect peaceful protests.’ 


‘They’re not peaceful!’ I fumed. 


‘I meant political.” He jerked his shoulders as he tried to maintain his upright posture. ‘The 
virus doesn’t affect political or radical activities. Now put your mask on.’ 


I took one out of my pocket; I didn’t want to put it on. ‘What about my parents?’ I asked. “Can’t 
I see them?’ 


‘Go back,’ the police officer said. 
‘Into that hell?’ 


His long thin eyelashes were high on his forehead as he thrust his overweight belly forward. 
‘You’re not going any further. I told you, this section is cordoned off.’ 


I imagined a smug smile under his mask. ‘What about my mother and father?’ 


His eyebrows narrowed as he stared down at me. ‘We all have to make sacrifices in times like 
these. The virus is killing people. Think about them, don’t think about yourself.’ 


‘I don’t know anyone dead from the virus,’ I said. 

The eyebrows rose high on his forehead. ‘It’s killing thousands of people!’ 

‘The only dead bodies I see are from the looting and murder.’ 

‘No! You shouldn’t talk like that, little boy.” His voice was low and more measured. ‘You’re 
asking too many questions and being aggressive. That’s insurrection. The time is coming when 


you ll have to submit or die. You’ ll have to choose. What’s it going to be?’ 


More shouting and screaming roared from down the street. I felt a sickness in me and a filthy 
cold slime appeared to cling to my skin. Submit or die? What did he mean by that? To have no 
freedom ... your life controlled by the government or — death? To live or die? What’s it to be? 
I knew deep in me that whatever option I took, my whole life at that moment and my whole 
life yet to come would be taken away. 


‘The time to choose is already here,’ he said with a steely edge. 


I bowed my head, wanting to sink to the earth, wanting it to swallow me so I’d never have to 
make that choice. 


“There’s an orphanage down the road,’ the police officer said. “Turn left at the next corner. You 
can’t miss it.’ 


I looked up at him as tears poured from my eyes. ‘Not that place! I heard children disappear 
from there in the middle of the night, never to be seen again.’ 


The police officer chuckled. ‘Don’t believe everything you hear. You’ll be safe, I can promise 
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you. 
‘Okay.’ I wiped the tears from my eyes. I guess I had little choice. 


I found the orphanage and slept in a dormitory. I heard screams that woke me up during the 
night, but didn’t know if they were real or not. In the morning, I was told a boy had been 
adopted overnight, but that was unlikely according to the children when we discussed the 
matter at the breakfast table — children didn’t get adopted in the middle of the night. 


Chapter Nine 


‘You should’ve seen me in action — I dealt with those pockets of resistance, cut ‘em down 
good.’ 


Lovergirl was unbalanced, a bottle of brandy in one hand and his other one held high with the 
palm flapping and the long pointy cracked fingernails that looked like broken spikes. He wore 
his flak jacket and the worn tatty red linen frock. In the dim twilight, his emaciated face glowed 
white with new makeup, and his cherry-blossom lipstick seemed to increase the size of his 
smile. When he sat on a beer crate, he spread his legs and exposed his hairy balls. His eyes 
were blinking fast and his long eyelashes were moving up and down. 


‘I cut off their testicles and stuck them in their mouths like a said I would!’ he shouted 
boisterously. ‘I proved myself at the front. I was the best soldier! Wasn’t afraid of anything. 
Jack-O said I’m gonna get a special recommendation.’ 


Lovergirl’s cackle carried deep into the coming night. He swallowed more brandy. Some of it 
ran down his long narrow neck, past his Adam’s apple. 


The information unit sat at small wooden tables taken from a nearby kindergarten and set up 
outside a makeshift bar made of empty beer crates and there was an awning over our heads. I 
poured a beer and sank into my tiny chair, observing the street. It was a good way to feel. The 
trannies had taken over a cathouse on the corner and there was a lot of hollering from there. 


It seemed every soldier who had converged on the Wildcat outpost was in that cordoned-off 
section of town. Hundreds of them, drunk and happy! At a food court, soldiers were haggling 
for the best price. Improvised bars and restaurants, complete with tables and chairs, had been 
set up between piles of debris. Music was blaring from portable stereos. Soldiers were shouting 
— happy with their victory. 


We could take off our face masks. Apparently, the virus couldn’t attack you during R&R. It 
had to be the smartest and most considerate virus ever, I said to myself in exasperation. It 
wouldn’t attack us for the next two days! 


It was so easy for a small section of town to prosper, I thought as I sipped my beer, even in 
today’s dying world. A bit of supply and demand and — after an hour — humanity was thriving 
again. 


But that wasn’t how it was for mankind, that wasn’t the way of the banks. They needed their 
usury — making debt out of nothing so there was never enough money for governments to repay 
a loan, unless the banks made money out of thin air, which they did, and so the more money 
they printed the more worthless it became, until governments got sucked in by false profit 
projections, had to get bigger loans and could not pay them back, and so the people were slaves 
to the bankers, and you could only buy food and drink if you had enough credit score, and to 
get that credit score you had to obey, you had to give away your land and possessions, you had 
to agree with their political correctness, that the white man was the Devil, that having sex with 
minors was the right thing to do, that you had to smile and say thank you when they lowered 
your credit score, that you had to greet someone with “Hail, Satan’ — that up was down and 
down was up. Clown World was your world, and you had to like it or starve to death. 


I shook my head to rid my mind of those thoughts. Not now, I thought, now was the time to 
relax, be drunk and happy, and forget about the evil of this world, the evil of the lies. 


Lovergirl was up and swaggering about in his pompous way, with a shake of the head whipping 
back his long red curly hair, holding up one hand in a ladylike pose, the other hand clutching 
his bottle, shouting at the men around him and shaming them for their tiniest indiscretion. 


Besides the tranny brothel, there were two other cathouses on the corner. Pleasure Palace and 
House of Love. Soldiers were dragging female civilians in and out of them. A woman was 
creeping past our makeshift bar, trying to look inconspicuous. A couple of boys from my unit 
grabbed her and took her into the House of Love. There can’t have been much time for 
trivialities. They came back out a few minutes later with grins stretched on their faces, leaving 
the woman sitting on the curb in tears with her head bowed so her long hair would hang down 
and hide her face. 


I noticed many other women stagger about forlornly, hunched over with disconsolate faces. 
They were the enemy — victims of war — and only animals for the soldiers who picked them up 
at random and hauled them into the cathouses. The one who sat on the curb got up and wiped 
grime from her tattered clothes. She staggered past our makeshift bar again and looked at me 
with hell in her eyes. She wanted to kill the world. 


A lot of trannies were making good income by picking up soldiers and taking them to the 
cathouse. Lovergirl was spending a lot of time going in and out of there. Prancing about outside 
the brothel with his long flaying arms, he would sometimes bark orders at other trannies as if 
he owned the joint or use a squeaky, succulent voice to entice more soldiers in. 


Suddenly, a Realm trooper came running up the street, clutching a pile of leaflets. ‘Look at 
this!’ he yelled, waving one of them in his hand. 


I sat up straighter in my kiddie chair and took notice. 


‘These have been dropped on enemy territory. It’s a warning about the latest doomsday weapon 
— the Bad Boy Billy 1000 — that has levelled this city!’ 


Other soldiers were aghast as they ran up to him and grabbed the leaflets. After reading them, 
they hollered with loud bursts of laughter and wanted to get more drunk. 


‘I can’t believe this!’ the messenger shouted in surprise. ‘Did anybody see any nuclear bomb? 
I saw no nuclear bomb. Ha! Ha! What a joke!’ 


More howls of laughter arose. Even Lovergirl was laughing, swinging the bottle of brandy in 
his hand. 


‘I heard about that!’ another soldier cried. ‘Back home they’re broadcasting how the nuclear 
bomb took out the Wildcat outpost. I can’t wait to get back to Terracon One and tell them what 
really happened. It’s the biggest joke I’ve ever heard!’ 


The party went on, and that’s what all the soldiers were talking and joking about — how the 
supposed Bad Boy Billy 1000 had taken out the same Wildcat outpost they were now 
celebrating their victory in. 


As I was drinking, I looked up, surprised to see Commander Anderson with his wide strides 
and swaying arms enter the makeshift bar. He stood poised with his chest stuck out and his 
shoulders held back. He was wearing a flak jacket to keep out the cold. His teeth were clenched 
under his short grey hair but it wasn’t his whole-face smile anymore. His jaw was jutted and 
the skin stretched on his chiselled face. As he looked at every man in front of him, he 
occasionally glanced suspiciously behind his back. 


‘Gather around,’ he said, gesturing with his whole arm and keeping his voice low. The others 
put two tables together and sat behind them, facing the officer. The commander pulled out a 
chair and put his polished boot on it. He leaned forward, put his elbow on his bent knee, and 
used the same hand to rub his cleft chin. ‘Listen up, this is important.’ His eyes went from one 
man to the next. ‘I’ve got a special job for you. I need you guys sober in the morning. I want 
you to stop drinking now.’ 


‘What!’ The men raised objections. 
‘Don’t worry, Ill give you guys a few more days of R&R after this. You'll be thanking me, 
eventually. But I want you to go out on a mission tomorrow morning. It’s important.’ He 


stiffened his shoulders and stretched the skin tighter on his face. ‘Make sure you’ re here, at this 
spot, at 0400 tomorrow morning, and you’ll get your orders then.’ 


‘0400?’ a whining voice sounded. 

‘Okay, make it 0500. Make sure your weapons are clean and have lots of ammo.’ 

‘What?’ a soldier said. ‘A firefight? I thought the battle was over?’ 

‘No, no, nothing like that.’ Anderson waved his arm and it was flopping around like a loose 


piece of rope. ‘Just want you guys to be prepared for anything, that’s all. Now finish your 
drinks and set up camp nearby. I’ll see you tomorrow morning, 0500 hours sharp.’ 


‘Oh man!’ a soldier spoke bitterly as he finished his beer, but the commander had walked off 
in his long strides before any more objections were raised. 


Hearing the men curse behind me, I gulped down my beer. Lots of ammo? I thought. This 
might be rough, and I hadn’t seen the officer’s usual smile. But the beer in me felt good. I got 
up, picked up my hump sack, and set about getting a few hours’ sleep. 


<><><> 


I nestled down on the top floor of the building, breathing slowly and deeply through my face 
mask, peering through the gunsight at the empty and silent street five stories below. It was 
bitterly cold so I had raised the collars of my flak jacket. My grip tightened on the automatic. 
It was 0600 hours and we had been instructed by Commander Anderson an hour before. I 
caressed the trigger, feeling a nervous tinge in my belly, waiting for the prey to walk into our 
trap. 


‘Took a long time to find this spot.’ The intelligence officer crouched beside me. Anderson 
was looking through the large hole in the wall at the street below. ‘It’s the best spot. I overruled 
special forces to save this spot for us.’ 


I glanced at him with one eye. His face mask was hanging off one ear. He was rubbing his 
hands together but overdoing it, so I guessed there was some other reason bothering him 
besides the cold. His face under his silvery hair was pale and it glistened with moisture. The 
rest of his body was stiff, rooted to the spot, with his shoulders tight. 


‘I can tell you’re a bit nervous.’ He paused, eyeing me. ‘Emotions make you weak. They make 
you compromised. Better to put them aside.’ 


My heart felt brittle under the overcast sky. I was worn out and hadn’t even fired a shot. 
Through the holes of buildings opposite me, I saw shapes dart between floors — special forces 
manoeuvring into position. I glanced back at the intelligence officer. His hands were shaking. 


‘They’ll be coming soon,’ he said, his voice gritty. ‘We will strike them all — we will kill them 
all.’ 


I saw the calculating coldness in his eyes. ‘Our men?’ I raised my eyebrows. 
“You heard them at the party last night,’ he said with a biting tone, ‘they talk too much. The 
trannies, the Zealots, the Realm soldiers — all. They know the secret. They’re going back home 


to tell everybody. And you know the consequence of that, don’t you? The Bad Boy Billy 1000 
will cease to exist as a reality. You know what we’ve got to do.’ 


It wasn’t a confirmation. It was an order — an order as clear as any you’d receive in your life. 
Take them out, take them out good, I said in my mind. 


‘If people back in Terracon One know we’ ve been lying to them then how do you think they 
might react?’ He looked straight at me. “You don’t want to be responsible for that, do you?’ 


I shook my head a little. ‘No, I guess not.’ 


He didn’t need to give me the order. I knew it already. ‘Take them out,’ he said. “Take them 
out good.’ 


I looked down on the street. Nothing moved. The rifle was trembling in my hands. Rubbing 
the trigger, I wanted to shoot — shoot at anything, and had to control the urge to shoot too soon. 


“There’s no such thing as us and the enemy,’ the commander said. ‘It’s only those at the highest 
point of the food chain ... and the rest. Always has been. History books are written to cover 
that truth. The only good history book is one you throw into the fire.’ 


I lowered my eyes, my throat trembling. My finger tightened on the trigger. His order made 
sense. Take them out good. Soldiers on your side are neither friend nor foe. They’re pawns to 
be sacrificed in the invisible game of chess. 


‘We have to take out those trannies anyway,’ he said. 
‘Why?’ I shifted my eyes to him. 


‘Once a minority group realizes it has been played by the higher powers to reach their objective, 
then they become a danger — they turn more vicious than any enemy soldier. And that’s what 
the transgender movement has been — a front to introduce Satanism into this world. Anyone 
who caught on we would call transphobic or racist and that would be enough to shut them up. 
And since the objective of worldwide Satanism has been achieved, we have no use for them 
anymore, and they’ll soon know it — so we have to take them out. And the Zealots, too. They’ve 
served the same purpose.’ 


‘Surplus to requirements,’ I said. 


He nodded. ‘We can’t do it all at once. That’s too risky. We need to do it gradually — at moments 
like this.’ 


I breathed fast through my face mask and saw a dog chase a rat through the rubble on the street 
below. 


‘I can get you promoted,’ he said with an upbeat tone. ‘Keep you away from the front. Look at 
me. I reached the top. I can say what I want and get no kickback. I get all the perks. All you 
got to do is play along to get along. I didn’t have to do much, just had to....’ 


His voice dropped away. I pulled my face away from the rifle and looked at him. His eyes 
widened as he stared down at the street below. A thin film of sweat glistened on his skin. His 
body was still. I glanced at his hands. They were shaking. 


‘Just had to make one sacrifice.’ He looked at me and smiled now, but only briefly; it soon 
disappeared. 


I heard marching boots and looked down the street. Columns of Realm soldiers were turning 
the corner and approaching. There had to be a thousand. Mixed in with them was the Tranny 
Platoon. My finger relaxed on the trigger. They were dressed in brightly coloured civvies, 
which made them an easier target. The dancing Zealots were further back because Satan’s army 
liked to dance to flabbergast the enemy, give them a false sense of security, and rattle them 
before battle. 


The rumble ripped through the clouds. I raised my eyes. As it got louder, I tightened my 
chinstrap, pressed my helmet down and clenched my teeth, bracing every bone for the 
inevitable impact. The Vault Assault Crusaders appeared through the cloud cover and homed 


in on the kill zone. Troops below looked up at them, smiled and cheered; then the first missile 
landed amongst them and blasted them into pieces. 


A machinegun from the opposite building opened fire. I heard troops below scream and curse, 
but the rattle of bullets silenced them. Another Vault Assault Crusader swept down and a 
missile from it struck the building opposite me. Fire ripped through it and a giant cloud of 
smoke and dust swallowed it up. I heard Anderson curse. That had been friendly fire. The jet 
fighter spun in the air and flew into the clouds. 


More missiles struck the troops below. One landed at the base of our building and the walls 
shook. I hunkered down, folded my limbs tight, and closed my eyes. More bombs exploded on 
the street. It sounded like the worst thunderstorm. My bones were aching with the vibration 
and the noise was pounding in my head. When it was over, I envied the silence. I opened my 
eyes. Smoke and dust surrounded me. 


As soon as the smoke cleared, stragglers were visible on the street below. Gunfire erupted from 
the side buildings. I took that as my cue and shot at the stragglers, picking them off. When the 
gunfire slackened, Anderson ordered our unit to go down into the kill zone and finish off any 
survivors. I got down to the bottom floor and emerged onto the street. 


I walked among the dead, breathing deeply through my face mask, clutching my automatic 
with icy fingers. Blown-apart bodies littered the road. Severed limbs were lying about. I saw a 
body shiver, clinging to life with his last breath. Another soldier finished him off. I shot other 
struggling bodies, thinking they were vermin that had to be eradicated. 


And there he was. Lovergirl, lying next to a pile of debris, shot through the stomach with the 
blood pumping out and the long pointy fingernails trying to stem the flow. Blood splatter on 
his face mixed with the newly applied white makeup. He was grinning at me; his needle 
eyelashes flickering. I walked towards him. There were tears in his eyes running down his 
tightly drawn, whitened cheekbones. His red linen dress was shredded and covered in white- 
plastered dust. His right leg had been blown off from below the knee and tattered flesh hung 
loose. I knelt next to him. 


‘I repented before I died.’ His eyes grew large and round and the grin increased on his cherry- 
blossom lips. 


‘Maybe that will save your soul,’ I said. 
He nodded; his smile was his biggest ever and his eyes flashed brightly. 


‘I could’ve helped those children.’ The grin was frozen on his lips. ‘I really was the best 
teacher.’ 


‘Maybe you can help them, in another time, in another place,’ I replied, ‘... maybe in another 
world.’ 


‘I like you, Ditch.’ He raised his trembling hand with blood dripping from the long pointy 
fingernails; his eyes moved until they were locked on me. ‘It hurts ... it hurts real bad. Can you 
help me, Ditch? 


I stood up, gripped my automatic, and looked down at him. Blood spat out from his mouth and 
mixed with the cherry blossom on his lips. His makeup was cracked and peeling away. 


‘Maybe your soul can be saved,’ I said, ‘but not your life.’ 


His eyes narrowed; his grin disappeared as if he understood. I put the barrel against his temple 
and pulled the trigger. The sound of the blast crackled through the half-demolished buildings. 
Lovergirl’s long arms lay limp. I stood over him, waiting for the ghost to exit the body, but it 
never did. I glimpsed the mixture of his blood and brains splattered on the road, turned, and 
walked away. 


Chapter Ten 


The squadron of Viper helicopters soared across the black bowl of sky turning purple with 
dawn. They arrived with the wind and rain. The thunder of clouds muffled the drone of rotor 
blades. I had been told my fate and then transferred to the airborne mercenary unit. ‘You’re 
surplus to requirements. We don’t want you to survive,’ Commander Anderson had said. At 
the last moment, he had revealed his true intention. His words still grated in my ears: ‘You 
were never meant to survive this war.’ 


Our target — the citadel — lay a few miles ahead, on the boggy pastures of Wildcat terrain ... the 
latest effort by the Realm to reclaim the eastern regions of the Terra continent that stretched 
from the desert lands to the sea, and for total dominance over the Alliance. 


I sat in the hull as part of the twelve-man Scorpion Mercenary Squad. The door next to me was 
open so the gunner could aim. Wind and rain swept through and engulfed me. I shuddered, 
adjusted my chinstrap and face mask, and raised my collar to curb the cold. 


‘Attach your bayonet, soldier.’ The sergeant, in his black battle armour, paraded up and down 
the hull. He tried to keep in a straight line, despite the helicopter rolling and jerking at intervals. 


I clipped the bayonet on with nervous hands. More rain sprayed me. Peering out the door, I 
saw the muddy ground below skim past. A shattering boom sounded from under the hull as 
high-explosive incendiary shells shot out of the auto-cannon. A moment later, a blinding flash 
appeared on the battlefield as the ensuing fire tore the terrain apart. 


A bearded, burly, rough-looking man breathed heavily through his face mask opposite me. 
Long hair dropped down from under his helmet. His eyes were large as he was staring at me, 
judging me. Lines appeared under his eyes, so I knew he was grinning behind his mask. ‘I don’t 
recognize any man in this squad,’ he said, his questioning eyes surveying the other men. 


The others were hunkered down, enduring the painful wait, not knowing if they would live or 
die. 


‘Looks like they grabbed any desperado they could from the other companies,’ the man said. 
His eyes went back to me. ‘Put them all together for a futile suicide attempt. Surplus to 
requirements....’ 


There were those words again. I lowered my head and it felt like it had been dunked in a toilet 
bowl. ‘I think we all are in the end,’ I replied. 


He leaned forward. ‘All what?’ 
‘Surplus to requirements.’ 
‘How do you mean?’ 


‘Not just the desperados, but doesn’t everyone fighting in this war know a bit of what’s going 
down? We all have a memory of it — a memory of something about this war — a memory they 
want to erase.’ 


‘Hell, you’re too deep for me, boy — we’re going out to fight, that’s all. Don’t think about it too 
much.’ He paused as he pulled at his long shaggy beard. ‘Shit, now you got me thinking!’ 


The helicopter pitched and rolled, dodging the flak. Bullets ripped along the hull as we sank in 
our seats. I heard the shrill of an incoming anti-aircraft shell and looked outside. A helicopter 
on our right flank got blown in half: the hull exploded and the tail boom was spinning to the 
ground in a fiery ball. 


Any second now and we’ll be hit, I thought. I looked to the floor and squeezed my shoulders, 
cursing under my breath, but had to accept death was here — that it surrounded me and there 
was nothing I could do about it. 


The muscular man was trying to attach his bayonet and I heard it clang as he dropped it on the 
floor. 


“You'll be the first out the door!’ the sergeant yelled at him. 


The beefy man picked up the bayonet, then raised his eyes and grinned at me as he set about 
attaching it. “As big as I am, I could never make any sports team,’ he said. ‘Always too 
uncoordinated, too slow, the coaches would say, and — shit, you know what? — they’re still 
saying it! The only team I can make is this team here — the team of death.’ 


As the helicopter was swirling, a soldier next to me let out a spray of vomit that made a murky- 
brown puddle on the floor. He was trembling so much it would be hard for him to exit the 
helicopter. 


‘Snap out of it, solder!’ the sergeant screamed at him. 


‘Man! I heard an entire Realm battalion got wiped out outside the Wildcat outpost that was 
nuked,’ the muscular man across from me said. ‘They got ambushed as they were marching 
home.’ 


I swallowed my breath. My head dropped forward. I wanted to let the truth out, but what was 
the point? We would all die, anyway. 


“Whatever happens, at least we have the new wonder weapon,’ the rough-looking man said 
with fervour, ‘the Bad Boy Billy 1000. I heard the blast is so big it can reach the sky. I’ve seen 
pictures of it. It looks like the sun.’ 


I chewed my knuckle, not knowing whether to laugh or cry. 


“Whatever happens today,’ he said, ‘with a weapon like that, I think we will win this war. A 
couple more of those bad boys will wipe them out for good.’ 


He laughed under his face mask, his head nodding with elation. 


I choked. My throat felt like it had dust in it and it was difficult to breathe. More wind and rain 
swept through the hull. I heard the rattle from the gun-pit as the chain gun was spitting out 
bullets. 


Who were you to tell the truth, anyway? I thought. What did it matter in the end? One man 
telling the truth against the whole world. Oh, the futility of that! You’re going to end up dead, 
anyway. No one’s getting out of this one alive. You’re dropping right into this hell hole and 
will spill your blood all over it. 


Take them out — take them out good. 


I chuckled a little hysterically. Now they’re taking you out for taking them out, and so the 
process continues. What a joke the whole thing was! An army that eats its own tail. The 
Destroyers of Mankind will consume themselves when there’s no more killing to be done. Did 
you expect anything else at the end of the world? Got to keep up the lies, keep up the pretence, 
no matter the cost. It wouldn’t matter if the entire world knew the truth about the Bad Boy Billy 
1000 or any other lie because the books to be written would say something else, and none of 
us would be around to tell a different tale. 


A loud whomp sounded outside the helicopter and the hull rattled. Burning debris flew past the 
door. A Viper in front of us had been hit. A fresh wave of fear rushed over me and clamped 
down on me hard. I couldn’t move my fingers. Outside the door, the citadel was coming into 
view. The towers, wall, and pillboxes seemed to grow out of the ground. Enemy ground troops 
were scampering into position. 


Then the helicopter tilted and began its descent. The muddy ground loomed up. My heart 
thudded more and I felt myself sinking into a black swirling hole. The helicopter stopped and 
hovered a metre above the earth. The sergeant yelled: ‘Go! Go!’ I steadied my nerves, leapt 
out, and landed with my face buried in the mud. 


I got up, dazed, as bullets whizzed past my head. I turned and saw a soldier hanging off the 
helicopter skid. He dropped and landed in the mud. When the others leapt out, the helicopter 
took off and disappeared into the rain and gloomy clouds. I ran ahead. An explosion ripped up 
the ground in front of me. It showered me in mud and took out a small pocket of men. 


I carried on, hunched forward, firing my automatic rifle. Another chopper landed next to me 
and its rotor blades blew away the wind and rain. Other choppers, having unloaded their crew, 
were pulling back. Soldiers were trudging through the mud and rain and into the hail of bullets. 
The concrete wall of the citadel was gradually growing bigger on the horizon. A pillbox in 
front of it was spewing out machinegun fire. It was fifty metres away, but that seemed like 
miles. Men went darting left and right, dodging bursts of fire. [ran on. An explosion unleashed 


a ball of swirling fire towards me. I dived into the mud as the fire swept overhead. When I got 
up, smoke enveloped me. 


Blood was dripping from a graze along my right arm. I gritted my teeth and moved on. Bullets 
were cutting down more men. A helicopter swept low and let loose missiles from under the 
hull that blew an enormous chunk out of the citadel wall. 


The rough-looking man who had sat opposite me in the chopper was running past me, his 
muscles moving in rhythm under his black attire. Despite the mud and rain, he had springs in 
his legs and was moving with the grace of an athlete. Leaping sideways, he dodged holes in 
the ground, his rifle held out in front and a battle cry roaring from his gaping mouth. He spun 
on the boggy ground with one leg raised like a ballet dancer. 


Had he ever moved like that before? I thought. Only in his dreams. Only at the moment of death 
when an inner force could make his dreams become real. 


I saw flickers of fire from the pillbox ahead. Bullets were ploughing into the mud, but the 
rough-looking man moved forward as if the bullets didn’t matter anymore. Nothing could take 
away his dream. 


Then he stopped as if he had slammed into an invisible wall. His body spun amid a whirlwind 
of bullets and he fell. I ran over to him. His face mask was off to the side and I saw blood on 
his lips that had mixed with the rain in his beard. A bullet hole was in his neck. He was still 
breathing; his eyes had a bit of light in them. His lips curled in a last ditch-attempt to smile. He 
was staring at me, his eyes wide open and glazed over. The storm of annihilation was around 
me: explosions roaring, bullets ripping past. I crouched down and put my hand under his helmet 
to comfort him. Then his mouth parted — the last words from his bloodied lips and dying breath: 
“You saw my dream — it was perfect in the end.’ He squeezed out the last breath from his lips, 
then closed his eyes and died. 


Iran ahead. There was the burning wreckage of a helicopter in front of me. Bodies surrounded 
it, some cut in half, others burnt. Severed limbs lay everywhere. 


A high-pitched noise carried through the air and I stopped running. The sound increased. It’s 
coming my way, I thought, and dived to the ground. As heat and light enwrapped me, my 
fingers dug into the mud. My eye glanced left and caught a soldier being torn apart by a searing 
ball of fire. Looking behind me, I saw charred corpses on the ground and smoke rising against 
the red-purple light of dawn. Thunder roared. I pressed my body further down, wanting to bury 
myself in the mud. The dawn was a curse — the last memory of this brittle earth. I heard more 
thunder. The rumble was mocking me, even at the moment of death. 


A heavy weight was upon me and it was difficult to move. Glancing up, I saw men tottering 
about in the rain with confused looks on their faces. Bullets were flying around them. They 
were doomed, I thought. One of them was laughing hysterically. He staggered closer. His thin 
body was trembling. His cheeks were inflating as he was sucking in his breath. Rain was 
pouring down his cheeks and mixing with the tears. 


‘Get down,’ I said. 


He laughed again. Then an explosion went off behind him and I didn’t see him anymore. His 
haunted, rain-drenched face was the last image I had of him — the mouth frozen in a half-grin 
of mockery. 


Another soldier ran towards me. He had a tired, haggard face but was probably younger than I 
thought. He reached down, picked me up, and handed me a rifle. With his arm around me, we 
staggered on. The gunfire increased as we got closer to the fort. I could hear the enemy scream 
and yell. 


A soldier lobbed a grenade into the pillbox ahead of me. It went off with a roar and fire was 
pouring out of the loopholes. Bodies of our own troops had piled up outside it. 


I told the soldier holding me that I was all right and he let me go and went on ahead. I slammed 
in a magazine and followed him, charging towards a hole blown out of the wall. Another 
explosion picked me up and threw me in the air. I got up slowly, short of breath, lagging behind 
the other troops who stormed the fort. Then a bullet slammed into my shoulder. I walked in 
jerky movements before I fell; one cheek in the mud, one weary eye watching men run past 
me. Then the pain came. I gnashed my teeth and closed my eyes. 


The pain was coming in longer bursts, sapping me more. The drumbeat of rain lessened before 
there was silence. I opened my eyes and gazed upon the bright pink horizon. The sun was 
coming up and shining on me. No pain now. I curled my lips and tried to smile, succumbing to 
an inner warmth and peace. Isn’t this what you always wanted? No more horrors of this world, 
no more lies. I closed my eyes, submitting to death. 


Chapter Eleven 


The battlefield stretched across the lowland, marshy regions — the desolate, bloodied terrain 
littered with corpses and severed limbs. The vultures loomed high. They would circle and bid 
their time before swooping down and feasting on the carrion below. 


I opened my eyes, breathed slowly, and caught the sunlight filtering through the clouds. The 
rain had stopped; there was the gentle sound of the wind. Craters littered the terrain. Next to 
me, a body was floating face down in a puddle of rainwater mixed with blood. I heard the 
sparse rattle of gunfire in the distance. Two vultures were squawking as they clawed madly at 
each other, fighting over a corpse. 


My shoulder ached. The bullet had nicked a bit of flesh and blood had congealed over the 
wound. I ran my hand through my hair. It was caked in mud and dried crusty blood. 


The sound of gunfire was closer. I looked around. A small party of Realm troopers were 
searching for survivors and shooting dead any enemy they found alive. 


‘Over here....’ The pain was too much and I wasn’t able to raise my voice more than a whisper. 
They couldn’t see me. I would be left alone on the battlefield. 


Then I heard the sharp bang of steel hitting rock. The continuous noise carried over the 
battlefield. I raised my eyes and saw the burly man who had sat opposite me in the chopper 
sitting on a hillock in front of me. He had his helmet in one hand and a rock in the other and 
was banging them together, staring at me with unblinking eyes. Blood added a tinge of red to 
his long shaggy beard; crimson had oozed like jelly out of the bullet wound in his neck and 
stained his bulletproof vest. Loss of blood made his skin colourless. 


‘What’s that noise?’ a Realm trooper cried. 
‘Over here!’ another solder pointed. 
I screwed my eyes tight in pain; when I opened them again the brawny man had gone. 


Are you still here? I thought. Why do you follow me? Why don’t you go up and meet your 
maker? 


‘This one’s still alive,’ the voice was louder. ‘He’s one of ours.’ 


A Realm trooper wearing a helmet, face mask, and visor came over and stood next to me. 
‘How’re you feeling, soldier?’ 


‘My shoulder — I got hit.’ 


I grimaced in pain as he picked me up. ‘Nevermind,’ he said with an assuring voice, ‘we’ll get 
you inside the citadel and fix you up. Here — take this face mask. Make sure you keep it on.’ 


‘The citadel? What do you mean?’ 


Despite his face mask, his breath fogged up the visor attached to his helmet. ‘We took the 
citadel. It’s a good day for the Realm!’ 


The troops behind him chuckled. 


‘A good day?’ I shook my head, not fully comprehending him. There was so much death around 
me that what he was saying seemed impossible. 


‘We won the offensive. Follow me inside the citadel. It’Il be a good excuse to get another cup 
of coffee.” He moved forward, then stopped, turned, and spoke in a deeper tone: ‘Make sure 
you keep that face mask on.’ 


As he led me inside the citadel, thoughts were nagging me: it didn’t seem real. How could I 
have escaped all that misery and death? Would death always be in my mind, following me 
around like a dark cloud? That hell would trap me forever, I thought. 


<><><> 


Like tree stumps stripped of bark, left to rot before the wind, their outstretched arms like thin 
branches, tied to poles inside the citadel, their skinned bodies turning sickly yellow under the 
sun that grew fiercer in the sky. I walked past the six bodies: Realm troops, crucified, put on 


gory display after torture to admit their guilt and sin. A sign hung around their necks: ‘I didn’t 
wear my face mask — I helped to spread the virus.’ 


I saw the commander standing next to the bodies in his stark black uniform, with his bulging 
chest sticking out and his arms behind his back, standing straight like a steel beam so his 
powerfully built, six-foot-four-inch frame was prevalent. He wasn’t wearing a helmet. His 
short-cropped hair bristled in the light. His eyebrows were high on his forehead as he grinned 
under his face mask. The skinned bodies were his piece of art. He glanced sternly at every 
survivor dragged in from the battlefield, wanting them to admire his handy work. 


The wind carried the stench of decay towards me. I brushed a fly away from my face. A vulture 
came down and sat on the shoulder of a corpse. It pecked at an earlobe. The screeching of the 
scavenger was in my ear as I moved along. 


‘If those damn Wildcats don’t get us, the virus will,’ the soldier who led me into the citadel 
said fretfully, looking at the strung-up bodies. 


My legs were heavy as I stumbled along. The soldier grabbed my arm. Had I left one hellhole 
for another? Hold on to your reason, I thought. You’ve got to mix in with the demons, but don’t 
mix in with them for too long, just enough to let them think you are part of their cult. Play the 
Devil’s game. Don’t speak for anyone else. That’s how you survive. I staggered onwards. As I 
got closer to the hospital, the smell of blood and death was thick in my nostrils. Outside the 
hospital, nurses were scrubbing uniforms and putting them on concrete slabs to dry under the 
sun. Smoke rose from the kitchen-shed chimney. 


“You’re on your own now,’ the soldier said and left me. 


Inside the ward, a nurse put me on a bed. I sat up, looking around. Doctors with blood-stained 
gowns were hurrying from one patient to the next. Nurses on their knees were sponging up 
blood on the floor. There was a lot of groaning and screaming. Two doctors were holding down 
a patient. He bit down on a piece of leather as they were sawing off his lower leg. The Zealots 
were there. They laughed a lot at their own pain, although it was sometimes hard to distinguish 
their real screams of hurt from their hysterical laughter. They were good at taking pain because 
they always believed in a stronger ideal that overrode present emotions. They could be the ones 
who were possessed, I thought. A lot of them seemed to enjoy the pain; not only their own 
suffering, but the blood and gore of others around them. 


It was a while before a doctor came up and cleaned my wound. ‘We’ll fix you up,’ he said. 
‘Just make sure you keep your face mask on.’ 


The doctor of Indian descent had a dark complexion. He was of medium height with a chubby 
face. His dull eyes signalled a coldness in him — a coldness reflected in his world of death. He 
wore a surgical bib and his smile was apparent under it. He kept smiling, although his world 
reflected the grim opposite. His smile stretched his cheeks and the tremor of his lips was visible 
under his face mask. It was as if his smile was the trump card in the game he was playing — a 
game against the death and grief of his world — and he didn’t want to lose. He gave me a drug 
that took away the pain. As he cleaned my wound, I struggled to open my eyes. 


The lower half of a soldier to my right was a bloodied mass of churned flesh. His blood had 
seeped through the sheets and was dripping onto the floor. They soon carried him away. On 
my other side, a patient spewed out vomit, then quickly put his face mask back on, despite 


mucus dripping from it. A soldier across from me, bandaged around the chest, was sitting up 
and looking around with dog-tired eyes. 


‘How long have you been at the front, soldier?’ The doctor was stitching up my wound. 
‘A couple of weeks,’ I said, gritting my teeth. 


‘That’s a long time considering the virus. We’ll have to put you in the quarantine section ... 
after we sort out your shoulder. We can’t have mutations of the virus forming and spreading 
around here.’ 


I said nothing. 


‘That’s not regular uniform,’ he said. ‘What unit were you in?’ He leaned closer and read the 
badge on my flak jacket. ‘Mercenary Scorpion Squad ... oh dear! You weren’t meant to survive 
the attack. Don’t worry, I'll get you out of this uniform and put you into regular infantry.’ 


‘Okay, doc.’ I grinned. That sounded good. 


After he bandaged my wound, he pointed to the kitchen. ‘Get something down you. Over 
there...’ 


‘Thanks,’ I said. 


I walked through to the kitchen and filled up a bowl of soup, then sat at the table and sipped it. 
Zealots surrounded me. They appeared normal. As long as ideology didn’t trigger them, they 
could appear like that. But my hand was unsteady as I lifted the spoon. I noticed the jitters in 
their eyes — the evil intent. They always had bad things in their mind. It wouldn’t take much to 
trigger them. 


‘Don’t know how I survived that ambush in the Wildcat outpost a few days ago,’ one of them 
across from me said. His arms were full of scratches and deep cuts. His face was lopsided and 
wrinkled with the skin screwed tight. “Had to play dead for a while. But I tell ya, some things 
about that ambush don’t seem right.’ 


The spoon froze in my hand as I listened intently. Sweat opened on my face and dripped into 
my soup bowl. He was talking about the ambush in my hometown I had taken part in a few 
days ago. 


‘Like what?’ the Zealot next to me probed. 


From the corner of my eye, I saw the Zealot next to me. He had a pale face and was shaking as 
if he always expected to be triggered, as if he was always waiting for that one moment to turn 
into a mindless, blood-thirsty savage. 


The Zealot opposite screwed his face tighter. ‘The report said the ambush happened when we 
were outside the city, on our way home, but it happened inside the city. And ... I swear our 
own troops attacked us. I saw one Crusader jet sweep down and open fire.’ 


‘Nah, you were just imagining things — it’s the fog of war.’ 


I stared into my bowl of soup. We can’t have any conspiracy theories around here, I said to 
myself. 


The Zealot next to me turned and looked at me with his pale, trembling face. ‘We can’t have 
any conspiracy theories around here, can we?’ 


I nodded and grinned, then swallowed my soup. 


After I finished, I went to the quarantine section and was hosed down. The detergent stung as 
the nurse scrubbed me. Afterwards, I went into a ward and was put on a bed. 


With the drug in me, my body felt stiff and tired. Sitting up, I looked around and realized with 
a shudder that I was among the Zealots. One of them was stirring in his sleep opposite me. I 
heard bombs going off in the distance and wondered if a new front was coming near. They 
might have to evacuate this citadel soon, I thought. There could be another battle brewing. 


A patient on my left coughed and spat. He withdrew his face mask, then quickly put it back on 
before anyone noticed. His uneasy eyes darted around, then he sank his neck in and breathed 
easier. The bed on my right was empty. 


After a minute, the Zealot opposite me woke up, ripped his face mask off, and screamed: ‘Death 
to white people! Kill them now! Kill them all!’ His face was a pea soup colour and his lips 
were blue. His stressed-out eyes, like rotten eggs, were focused on me. He held up his fist and 
sneered with spittle flying between clenched teeth. ‘It’s you — it’s you! Kill him — he’s white!’ 
Then his body went into a fit, his muscles thrashing. Two nurses held him down while a third 
put a needle in him. 


My heart was racing with my breath coming in sharp bursts. A black cloud was spinning in my 
mind. I was losing consciousness. He had been looking at me. It was me he wanted to kill. I 
laid my head on my pillow and closed my eyes, the blood smashing against my skull, and 
drifted into that thick swirling black cloud ... my mind lost amid the horror of this world. The 
Zealot had calmed down but his screaming was still in my head. ‘Death to white people! They 
are the Devil!’ I wanted to block it out but couldn’t. My mind reflected him ... a reflection of 
the terror — the dread turning into a nightmare that haunted me as I slept. 


<><><> 


Mr Suckles stood at the front of the class, with his back straight and shoulders firm, the wide 
grin under his prominent forehead, and his blond hair swept back which made his forehead 
look bigger. I sat in the middle aisle, looking at the posters on the walls: ‘White people belong 
to the Devil’ and ‘Born white — born racist’. Whenever I was six feet from other students and 
had to wear my cotton-thin face mask, an inner darkness would brood in me; and whenever I 
read those posters on the wall, the feeling was doubly worse. It was like a tumour. The sickness 
of humanity that was festering and growing in me and could split open at any moment and 
drive you into madness. But the scariest thing was that a part of that madness felt good, like 
something soothing and inviting, if you succumbed to it; like a Black Widow spider reaching 
out to you with a promise to end your suffering. 


My eyes shifted to the teacher as he presented a blown-up image of a face: a hardened, tough 
face with a strong jawline, blond hair, and a wide smile. There was confidence, but deep 
compassion in those eyes. 


‘Does anybody know who this is?’ Mr Suckles asked, gripping the image. Wrinkles spread out 
on his large forehead. 


‘That’s Donald Trump!’ a voice rose. 

‘That’s right,’ Mr Suckles acknowledged. ‘What can you tell me about him?’ 
‘He used to be the President of the United States.’ 

‘Yes. Anything else?’ 

‘He’s evil,’ another student said. 


‘Exactly!’ Mr Suckles nodded as his grin increased. ‘In fact, he’s the evilest man in history. 
Worse than Adolf Hitler. And another thing — he used to cook little children like you and eat 
them for dinner.’ 


The children screwed their faces and groans escalated around the classroom. The horrid feeling 
was rising more in my gut, some doubt about what the teacher was saying; but another voice 
was telling me I had to cast that doubt aside. Lie to yourself, that voice was saying. It will make 
you feel good and happy. 


‘Now, here’s another picture,’ the teacher said. ‘What can you tell me about him?’ 
‘That’s Putin!’ a student cried, recognising the former president of Russia. 
Then another: ‘He looks ugly, too.’ 


Mr Suckles slanted his head back and his cackle blended with the children’s laughter that 
reverberated around the room. Then he asked: ‘So, what do they have in common?’ 


“They’re white!’ a child yelled. 


‘All white people are ugly,’ a seven-year-old coloured girl said, leaning forward at her desk 
with a snarl and a serious, challenging tone. 


“You’re learning fast,’ the teacher acknowledged. 


The queer feeling was upsetting my stomach until mucus rose in my throat, came out of my 
mouth and swam in my mask. I took my mask off, wiped away the green ball of slime, and 
quickly put the mask back on before anyone noticed me. If you took your mask off for any 
reason, other kids would ostracize you and you’d most likely be expelled. 


‘Whiteness — what does that mean?’ the teacher asked. ‘Can anyone explain that more?’ 


The snarly seven-year-old shot back with her answer: ‘It means people who are racist, 
privileged, and violent.’ 


‘Yes!’ Mr Suckles said, his white teeth gleaming. ‘Most of us in this room are white, including 
me. So we have to repent. Every day, we must kneel before the black children in the class and 
ask for their forgiveness. The black students, please raise your hands now — we are sorry for 


our sins against you. We have a history of sin and repression. We are not righteous like you. 
We are foolish, sinful, and vain.’ 


I was breathing fast. My gut was churning vigorously. With my head lowered, I observed 
specks of dust on my desk as if they were magnified and the essence of my existence. I had no 
sense of time — as if time didn’t exist — and in its place was a vacuum where I was being sucked 
in, and could never get out of. 


Mr Suckles pointed out the black children in the class. ‘You are a better species than the white 
people. It is only right that you become our new masters — to right the wrongs of our wicked 
past. As white people, we lie, cheat and steal. We have always done those things. We are evil. 
We were born evil. Unfortunately, other minorities in this world are burdened by living with 
us. So, to end white privilege, first, we have to admit it, and then spend the rest of our lives 
redeeming ourselves and asking for forgiveness so our repentance can deliver us from evil.’ 


The white students dropped their heads. One of them recoiled in his chair as if struck by an 
invisible whip. The few black students, believing the teacher’s words, frowned at the white 
children and some shook their heads in disgust. One of them took off his mask, turned, and 
spat in the face of a white boy. The gloomy-faced white boy hardly flinched. If he did, he would 
be called an unrepentant racist, ostracized forever, and probably be expelled. 


‘Everything is about race,’ the teacher said. ‘Race must come into every thought, every 
decision. It’s the white people against you — the blacks and coloured. Whiteness is a mental 
disease that must be cured. We can begin that process now. The white people in this room — 
stand up! Let us be remorseful and ask for forgiveness.’ 


I heard the shuffling of chairs as others stood up. When I got up, too, the entire weight of the 
world pressed down on me. The sickness in me was churning around until vomit was rising 
and I had to swallow hard to force it down. Was I really that bad, that evil? A voice in my head 
was telling me I was good, but the more I was listening to the teacher, the more I doubted that 
voice. 


‘Kneel!’ the teacher said. ‘Get down on your knees.’ 


I dropped to the floor. The sense of worthlessness and helplessness had fused to become an 
overwhelming force impossible to resist. It was like a swarm of bees buzzing inside my body, 
filling every part, and, like slow torture, the only relief was to die. 


‘Bow your heads,’ the teacher said. ‘Now, repeat after me: we are insignificant. We are no 
better than insects that scurry along the floor that need to be stamped on and eradicated. We 
live in shame and ask to be forgiven.’ 


The white children repeated all this and were told to sit back down again. 


‘If you were born white, you were born racist and violent,’ Mr Suckles continued, pacing 
himself up and down, his hands clasped behind his back. “You will climb the ladder of success 
and receive every prize without effort, whereas the black and brown children have everything 
stacked against them. Most of the rapists and killers in our society are white people, yet our 
prisons are filled with blacks and coloured. Is that fair?’ 


The children mumbled ‘No’ and gasps of exasperation filled the classroom. I looked around at 
them in a daze. 


“We need everyone to be active in this process to eradicate white privilege from the Earth. As 
we repent, we need to express how we feel about it. Only then can we live in a free, diverse, 
and equal society.’ 


The bees were feeding on the sickness in me and buzzing louder. A great tiredness overcame 
me and I sank my head further into my chest until I was staring at grains of wood on my desk. 
I had to brace every muscle to stop from sinking more into my chair. An animal — even an 
insect — had more worth than me. It didn’t matter if the teacher’s words were true or not. The 
only thing that mattered was that he was saying it and the others were agreeing, and that was 
the reality whether you agreed or not. 


I imagined how it would be to release that tension and let my body slide down, and keep sliding 
down until I slipped away into oblivion. And there was something good about that; something 
good about slipping away from this world forever. 


<><><> 


I woke up during the night. The bed on my right was empty when I had gone to sleep, but now 
a man was lying on it, gargling, coughing, and spitting. I turned and looked at him. His face 
mask was hanging off his ear and dripping with mucus. He was looking at me with glossy eyes. 
A bubble of mucus formed on his lips. “Go to the Lost City....” He choked on his phlegm; his 
words were soft but loud enough to hear. ‘Wildcat outposts are done for, but you’ ll find relief 
in the Lost City. Go east from Terracon One, across the Dead Zone. It is on the other side of 
the Fertility Regions. Stragglers of the Alliance are building up their last defence. There, you 
will find your salvation. There, you will find the truth of this world. In the church, under the 
altar...’ His face was still. He blinked once, then stared into nothingness. 


I gazed at the ceiling. As I twisted uncomfortably in my bed, his words were filling up my 
mind. Had I dreamt what he said? Were his words ridiculous? A Lost City? The truth of this 
world? A church? An altar? What was the madman talking about? And the Fertility Regions? 
That was a dangerous place to be, full of Manhunters. What they’d do to you if they caught 
you was indescribable ... no one in their right mind would ever dare to venture in there. I shook 
my head at those thoughts and finally slept. 


When I woke the next morning, the man had gone. I asked the nurse what had happened to him 
and she told me there had been no one on that bed for the last two days. 


<><><> 


I sat on the steps outside the mess hall, in the shadow of the citadel wall. I was in a regular 
infantry Realm uniform with my helmet and newly issued automatic rifle resting on the steps. 
A tower rose above me with a manned machinegun nest at the top. It had been two days since 
I had been treated and the drugs were wearing off. An uneasy feeling was nagging me. I leaned 
forward, gripping my hands tightly. They were bathed in a film of sweat. 


I had been told by the Indian doctor to keep away from the hospital that morning because 
something was going down, but he didn’t tell me what. Sun rays were streaking across the 
compound. I looked through the haze of yellow dust mixed with the light and saw the truck 
enter the gate. 


The six-foot-four, black shirt commander stood next to the Indian doctor. He waved at the 
driver and the truck changed course and stopped next to him. 


The commander stuck out his chest and said with a powerful voice: ‘Didn’t you get the order? 
We don’t need supplies anymore. Turn around and go back.’ 


I stood up, surprised. We don’t need supplies? What was that about? I picked up my rifle and 
helmet and walked over to them, trying to appear nonchalant. The Indian doctor who had 
treated my shoulder was staring at me. I got close enough to see no creases under his surgical 
bib and his cheeks were puffed out, so I knew he wasn’t smiling. Had he played his last trump 
card? Did he know he had lost the game? Would death and lies win again, as they always did? 


The truck reeved up as it swung around and exited the gate. 


The commander’s beaky nose stuck out above his face mask. Sunlight was filtering through 
the bristles of his short-cropped hair. His elbows stuck out as he put his large hands on his hips 
and held his back straight. The doctor looked small next to him. When the commander glanced 
at me, I saw the darkness in his eyes. There lay evil, I thought. 


‘We don’t need them damn Zealots anymore,’ the commander explained to the doctor. ‘The 
brainwashing was too good. We can’t de-program them. They’re too far gone. We did too much 
of a good job. They’re more of a liability now.’ 


The doctor nodded, his eyes planted firmly on the commander. 


‘It’s the messed-up thoughts in their minds,’ the commander continued. ‘It’s the realization 
that their programming may not be the reality of this world. Something in them is telling them 
that. Their core being — who they really are — can’t cope with the realization that their Satanic 
world has only been lies: the white privilege and hate, the new normal of a locked-down police 
state, the normalization of paedophilia and bestiality, the need to take life-threatening 
experimental vaccines yet still catch the virus — a virus that can kill you if you’re not wearing 
a mask, but it won’t kill you if you take your mask off in a restaurant to eat or sip coffee. That 
realization makes them a worse threat than the enemy. They can turn against us.’ 


I saw the lines increase under the doctor’s dull eyes as he listened to the commander, and his 
puffy cheeks were inflating above his face mask as he wheezed. Was he searching for answers 
in his mind? I thought. Was he trying to comprehend what the commander was saying or to 
make sense of what was to come? 


I heard the clatter of Realm soldiers assemble outside the hospital, next to the mess hall. Some 
were checking their weapons and adjusting their face masks. They looked stern with the death 
stare coming out of the dark depths of their eyes. Nurses and doctors exited the hospital and 
loitered in the compound. 


A gloom descended over the compound, but the sunlight was still there. The darkness was in 
me. My skin was damp. My whole body was sweating. It felt like cold grease was running 
down my back. I stared down and saw dust particles hovering in rays of light above the ground. 


The commander stood in front of the troops. ‘Play the music!’ he ordered. 


As a portable stereo blasted out techno-dance music with its pulsating, thumping beat, the 
Realm troopers marched towards the hospital with the commander leading the attack. He 


booted in the front door. I heard the gunfire and then cries and screams. Bullets shattered the 
windows. 


I wiped the sweat from my face and closed my eyes. I tilted my head back to catch the warmth 
of the sun on my face but only felt a wind that chilled me. The Realm — all things will be your 


prey! 


The music blended with the gunfire and screams, but hardly stifled them. Zealots came running 
out of the front door and rifle fire cut them down. One of them stood in the doorframe with 
bulging eyes above his face mask before bullets plugged him and he fell. 


The music was cut. A few more rifle shots sounded, then there was silence. Evil had won again, 
as it always did. The silence lasted for a long time as sunlight streamed through the shattered 
windows of the hospital. 


Soldiers were carrying the bodies out and I thought I’d better help them. ‘Hurry up!’ the 
commander yelled. He wanted to get the mopping up done quickly. Erase it from the memory, 
I thought. The cold, washed-out eyes of the dead were looking at me as I carried them out. 
Hatred had been embedded in those eyes, but it seemed to have gone from them in death. A 
face mask fell off one of them and I saw the wrinkles frozen on his face — he was snarling 
angrily at the world. 


The only things I saw — the only things in my mind — were the images of the dead I was carting 
away ... those faces looking at me, judging me, even in death. 


Part Three: The Wasteland 


Chapter Twelve 


The cold air seized my mind with frozen contempt. Or was that just the way I felt, having 
returned from the front, living with the memories of the war in my mind? After the assault on 
the citadel, I had been transferred to regular infantry and sent back to Terracon One for 
recuperation. 


I stood across the road from the old apartment in the Spider Zone, the collar of my black flak 
jacket raised to stop the biting cold, breathing through my face mask. The helmet strap was 
digging into my chin. My shoulder wound was irritating so I pressed it with my gloved hand. 


Revolts in other sectors had failed and it was inevitable that the Spider Zone would fall, which 
it did. Many buildings had been razed, rubble had piled up along the street, and there was a 
sprinkling of makeshift cafes and bars where none had existed before. Masked pedestrians 
passed by in the morning cold, their watchful eyes glancing at me, careful to keep their distance 
from any Realm enforcer. 


I shuddered, but it was more than the cold. The door to the apartment was open. That meant it 
was most likely occupied by Realm troops or Zealots. Where was the young woman? Was she 
in there? Had Satanists taken her away? I had to find out. I loosened the chinstrap and gripped 
my automatic rifle as sweat dripped from under my helmet. You’ve got a thirty-round burst, I 
thought. Better make the most of it. 


I walked across the road, my heart beating fast, and entered the apartment. The air smelled 
musty. Looking up, I saw the flight of stairs that disappeared into the gloomy interior. I crept 
silently up them. Voices were coming from the top floor, where I had been staying. The further 
I climbed, the more those voices became apparent. At the top, the smell of roast chicken drifted 
through the open door. I peeked around the door frame and saw three Realm troops seated at 
the dinner table, having a meal. My sight was fogged up and it was hard to focus. I took off my 
face mask and drew a deep breath. Gripping my automatic rifle, I leaned against the wall and 
listened to them. 


‘All the Wildcat outposts are under siege,’ one voice said. 
‘We’ve got the Bad Boy Billy 1000,’ another voice replied. ‘They don’t stand a chance.’ 


‘Other factions won’t want to fight knowing we have that bad boy,’ the first voice said. ‘We 
expect their imminent surrender any time soon.’ 


“What about the Northwoods Faction? Are they still neutral?’ the third voice asked. 


‘Not for much longer’ — the first troop was chewing on his chicken — ‘I heard we’re gonna 
crash one of our planes into a building in the Realm Precinct and blame it on them. That’ll give 
us the pretence for war.’ 


‘Who would believe that?’ the third trooper asked with his mouth full of chicken while the 
other two laughed. 


‘The people are in a constant state of trauma,’ the first one replied. ‘They’ ll believe anything 
the Realm says.’ 


‘And anything they hear on one of those loudspeakers,’ the second troop interjected. 


As the three laughed and carried on eating, my finger tightened on the trigger. Wait a while 
longer, I thought. 


‘That meal was good,’ the third voice said. 
‘Give the girl your scraps,’ the first said. 


My eyes opened wide. I took an even longer breath. Pressing the barrel of my automatic up 
against my cheek, I felt the cold steel. The fire was building up and becoming hard to control. 
Think straight, I told myself. Be clear and alert. You’ve got to meet the Devil. You can’t afford 
to make a mistake. 


‘She was good today,’ the second voice said. ‘I didn’t get any scratches.’ 
The other two laughed. 
‘That meant she enjoyed it,’ the third voice said with a snigger. 


I swore under my breath. Keep it cool, I reminded myself. Subdue the fire in you. But I badly 
wanted to kill them. I wanted to tear the whole world apart. My shoulder was throbbing more 
with pain. That was a sign. I had to act now. 


I stared straight ahead. ‘God give me strength,’ I whispered, and closed my eyes. You will face 
the Devil now. You know what to do. You’re not afraid, and your mind is clear and alert. Play 
the Devil’s game and you’ll be okay. You know the chessboard. You know what moves to 
make. Take the leap. 


Gripping my automatic, I sauntered into the combined dining room and kitchen. ‘Hail, Satan,’ 
I said with a commanding voice. 


They stopped eating and froze in their chairs. The first troop had his back to me. Hunched over 
at the head of the table, he didn’t bother turning around, and continued gnawing at his chicken 
bone with his long pointy nose inches from the fat. 


‘Hail, Satan,’ the other two said. 
‘What’s up?’ The second soldier glared at me. ‘Do we have to get back to our post?’ 


‘No, you don’t — you just stay right there,’ the soldier at the head of the table snapped. He 
raised his head from his plate, holding the chicken bone in his greasy hands. Turning his neck, 


he looked up at me and sneered, screwing his long sharp nose. ‘He knows we got a piece of ass 
in the room and wants a bit for himself.’ 


The other two snorted. 
‘Maybe we should rent her out,’ the second soldier said. 


‘No!’ The first soldier put the chicken bone down and licked his greasy hands. ‘She’s our little 
piece of ass. Maybe we should tell this boy to fuck off outta here.’ 


The other two laughed. ‘Did you hear that?’ the third soldier opposite the second one said. 
‘Why don’t you fuck off and find your own bit of ass?’ 


“You didn’t report her to the authorities,’ I said calmly. 


The first soldier turned and laughed at me. Chicken fat dripped from his long pointy nose. He 
was about to speak when I raised my automatic and blew a hole in his head. His brains spilled 
out and mixed with the chicken fat on his plate. 


Before the second soldier could react, I blasted him out of his chair and he lay sprawled on the 
floor. I shot the third in the stomach and the knife and fork flew out of his hands. The second 
troop was groaning, so I finished him off with a bullet in the head. 


There was silence. Sunlight was streaming through the window and lighting up the specks of 
blood on the floorboards. The woman’s bedroom had its door open. I walked slowly towards 
it, my muscles twitching, my heart thumping heavily in my chest. 


I looked inside. Her naked, bleeding body was cowering on the floor with her hands tied to the 
bed frame. She had one eye open, a window from hell she was looking out of. When she noticed 
me, her mouth opened in a silent, frozen scream. Then her body started trembling and she was 
thrashing her limbs. 


I ran to her and untied the knot around her wrists. Her fingernails dug into me as she reached 
up with all her strength and fell into my arms. A queer instinct came over me and I pushed her 
away. Don’t touch me, I thought. Got to maintain your social distance. I sat on the bed and 
gave her a confused glance, biting my lower lip. She lay on the floor, panting rapidly, her long 
hair flayed over one side of her face and glaring at me with tears pouring out of her eyes. Then 
she got up, ran at me, and fell into my arms. This time I held her. My body froze. Sweat poured 
from my temple. My heart pounded as if it would burst. She was groaning: a sad, wounded, 
creaking sound. 


She pulled her head back and looked into my eyes. ‘Hold me,’ she said. They were the first 
words I had ever heard her say. 


‘They’ll be searching for those troops. We have to get out of here,’ I said. She was looking at 
me with dazed eyes. I didn’t know if she understood me. ‘There’s a place I want to go to. It’s 
called the Lost City. We will be safe there.’ 


She was unresponsive. Civilians weren’t allowed to exit the city, but I knew another way out. 
I found my USB and keys to the scout vehicle in the pot plant where I had hidden them. I 
opened my communicator and inserted the USB. The map of the underground system came up. 
An entrance was close to where we were. After I targeted it, a ping sounded at regular intervals. 


The woman was sitting on the bed, unmoving. I put her in the shower and cleaned her up, then 
dressed her in a black t-shirt and trousers and put a face mask on her. I filled a backpack with 
food and water from the fridge. I nodded at her and she nodded back. We were set to go. 


Outside, we walked along the footpath. Civilians gave us one glance, then hurried along. A 
group of Zealots were patrolling the street in their black hoodies, rifles, and uneasy eyes above 
their face masks, making sure civilians were socially distancing. ‘Don’t let the virus spread,’ 
one said, pointing his semi-automatic at two people standing close together. A couple were 
making love on the sidewalk. The Zealots didn’t care about them. Apparently, an act of 
debauchery couldn’t summon the virus. That was Clown World, I thought, walking past the 
two naked, writhing bodies. Dozens of homeless lined the footpath, many slumped over, having 
taken their morning heroin injections. A grey-green corpse was blocking the pavement. We 
stepped over it, then walked past a bar where Realm soldiers were drinking to pass the time. 
They might’ve heard the shots from the building but wouldn’t have cared. 


The pinging sound was faster now. An arrow showed up on my communicator to turn left. We 
went down a back street, passed more razed houses and piles of rubble, and then took another 
left. The ping was almost continuous. 


‘It’s right here,’ I said, looking around at the empty street. 


A sewer hole was in front of me. This had to be it. I ripped my face mask off and slung my 
rifle over my shoulder. Pulling the cover off, I descended the ladder into darkness. The woman 
followed me. 


It was a long way down. When I reached the bottom, I switched the communicator light on and 
saw we were in a large tunnel that split off in three directions. I checked the map and blew up 
our location. 


‘It’s that tunnel there,’ I said. ‘It leads to the opening — that’s the one we want.’ 


On the map, another tunnel on my right led to the underground city. The city was huge. It went 
a kilometre deep with different levels, and it stretched to the edges of the map. 


I looked behind me. The woman was crouching on her haunches, trembling, with her face stiff 
and eyes unclear like foggy glass. I knelt beside her and took her face mask off. She looked at 
me with tears swelling in her eyes. As I helped her up, her fingers clung to my arm. I led her 
down the tunnel to my left. We heard the water flow and soon stood on a ledge where the sewer 
met the tunnel and were looking down at the murky water running below us. As we walked 
along the ledge, a breeze brushed my face. Light came from the end of the shaft. 


We walked out into the sunlight and stood in the bridge’s shadow. The sewerage canal led to 
the ocean a kilometre away. I heard waves wash up on shore and could see the tips of rubbish 
mounds that had piled up along the coast. 


I took away the shrubbery that hid the scout buggy. The other shotgun and ammunition belt 
were under the back seat. I got in and turned the key. It purred. The woman climbed in and we 
got onto the road and drove into the desert; into a new, uncertain world, towards the Lost City. 


Chapter Thirteen 


The day warmed up towards noon; after that, the sun bore down relentlessly, the heat 
unbearable. The sparse terrain lay before us: hard, cracked earth stretching towards rocks on 
the horizon. There were clumps of bush at intervals along the road. 


Soon, remnants of an old settlement came into view. We drove into the middle of it and stopped. 
A wind came and stirred up red dust. I looked around and saw tiny huts made of corrugated 
iron and bits of timber. Some were half-buried by sand. Gleaming white bones of skeletons 
were poking out of the huts. Those left alive would have been too weak to bury the dead, I 
thought. Stragglers of mankind living out their last days with no food in the excruciating heat, 
with a piece of corrugated iron over their heads, sucking juice from the weeds that grew 
sporadically outside the settlement. They must have suffered bitterly in their last days, I 
wondered. Had they accepted their fate? Watching death pick off your family one by one, 
saving you for last ... how would they have played out that kind of game? 


We got out and looked for anything useful. Gas was high on my list. The woman was holding 
on to me and I had to push her away. Inside a hut, I found an old mat we could sleep on. The 
woman found a first-aid kit. With my shoulder still nagging me, that would be useful. We were 
soon on our way. 


In the late afternoon, the cool air returned. I drove off the road towards rocks in the distance 
and parked under the shadow of a ridge. The woman grabbed me as I got out of the buggy. She 
was clinging to me as I laid the mat out on the ground. She wouldn’t let me go. We slept under 
the ridge that night, the woman holding on to me. All night, I felt her breath running down my 
neck. She was silent, but I remembered the words she had spoken before we departed Terracon 
One: ‘Hold me’. 


We got up early the next morning. It would be a good idea to travel in the cool air before the 
heat came. We had breakfast, put the supplies in the buggy, got back to the main road, and 
carried on. 


<><><> 


The small town lay condemned under the acrid sun: empty, quiet, and still. It had sand on the 
roofs and roads; weather-wood, neglected houses; and clotheslines whining in the breeze. 
Outside the town, parched fields that had once been productive blotted the dry terrain. We 
drove into the town and found a petrol station a couple of blocks down. As I got out to fill the 
buggy, I heard dogs barking in the distance. I thought little of it, except that they were probably 
hungry. 


I looked around and couldn’t see the woman. After I filled up the tank, I walked out onto the 
road and spotted her thin frail figure fifty metres away, walking towards the barking noise. An 
uneasy feeling nagged away at me. Was it a good idea for her to be so far away from the buggy? 


What danger could there be? I looked around and frowned, caught between going after her and 
filling up two gas canisters I had spotted. 


More dogs were barking. They sounded angry. I called out, ‘Come back!’ but she didn’t seem 
to hear me. Sense and time slowed down drastically as I started towards her. 


When I reached her, I stopped ... a large Doberman emerged onto the road thirty metres away, 
followed by a German Shepherd and a Pit Bull Terrier. Sweat soaked their fur. The German 
Shepherd raised its ears and barked, its pink tongue protruding between razor-sharp teeth. The 
Pit Bull sat on the road and licked its paws. The Doberman was snarling and spitting froth. 
Flesh had been eaten away from around its muzzle and eyes. 


‘Let’s go back to the buggy and get my rifle,’ I said, my voice low and tentative. 


I grabbed the woman’s arm. She shuddered, and then turned and looked at me. Dark tangled 
hair masked her thin pallid face. Her lips were trembling and her eyes were dull. 


“Walk back ... slowly,’ I whispered. 
She nodded, her hand shaking as she clung to me. 


Turning back to the buggy, I swallowed my breath. A pack of four dogs had emerged onto the 
road and stood between us and the buggy. They were sickly, scrawny mutts. One was dragging 
its hind legs, leaving a trail of green slime behind it. It was puffing with sweat dripping from 
its coarse, grey hair. The other three were on their haunches, guarding the buggy. 


Looking over my shoulder, I saw the Doberman inch forward, its wild eyes focused on me. It 
snapped its jaws and growled with froth dripping from its muzzle. Then it scampered towards 
me and the other two dogs followed. 


The woman was trembling. I grabbed her, ran to our left, and jumped over a picket fence. We 
ran across a front yard and around the side of the house. I tried a door but it was locked. 
Glancing behind me, I saw the Doberman clear the picket fence. We ran under a clothesline 
and through the long grass. The barking was louder. We jumped another picket fence and were 
out on a back street lined with deserted, rundown houses. Across the road, the woman found 
an open door. We ran inside and shut it. Leaning against the door, I caught my breath. The 
woman was looking at me with a mixture of horror and relief. Dogs were barking outside and 
claws were scratching the door. One of them was making a low horrible growl. 


I left the door and looked around the house. The curtains were drawn and the drapes were 
down. Dust was on the furniture. Spider webs were in the corners and hung from the ceilings. 
In the lounge, fungus had eaten much of the carpet and withered flowers hung limp from a pot 
plant on the mantelpiece. 


A family photo sat next to the pot plant: the smiling husband, wife, child, and their dog. The 
photo was marked with an arrow pointing up. I frowned and wondered what that meant. I lifted 
the photo and, to my surprise, saw a pocket tape recorder sitting on the mantelpiece. Curiously, 
I picked it up and pressed ‘play’: 


<><><> 


DATE: 2 MARCH, 2037. This is the recording of Bill Matthews, the resident of this house, 
about the evil that infested this town, and my own role in unleashing that demonic force. 


First, they came for the animals. Soldiers in their whole-body hazmat suits and waving electric 
cattle prods said the animals had the latest squirrelpox virus and needed to be put down. Behind 
the soldiers’ backs, a lot of folk, including us, let their dogs run to the hills. 


Then they came for the children. I was surprised at how easily folk gave them up. After all, it 
was for the benefit of society. I spoke to one man in a hazmat suit and he said they were taking 
the children into tunnels underground, where they would be looked after and protected from 
the virus. Who could argue with that? 


Next, they took the food. It had been contaminated as well, a hazmat-suit soldier told me as he 
dumped food on the road, took a virus test of a cabbage, and then jabbed it with his cattle prod 
as if he could somehow stun the virus to death. We were served food outside every morning. 
We had to get down on our knees and crawl on all fours across the road to where the hazmat- 
suit soldiers dropped dog food on the road and we had to eat it without using our hands. The 
soldiers said it was out punishment for letting the animals catch the virus. 


Then they came for the rest of us. 


It was the black-uniformed soldiers who arrived. They were part of the Realm, a new faction 
tied to the state. A soldier at my door said all residents were guilty of spreading the virus and 
needed to be punished, but if I ratted on a neighbour then that person would be arrested instead 
of me. 


I asked him what crime I needed to accuse the neighbour of and he said hate crime. I didn’t 
understand so the soldier explained that anything spoken would be considered a punishable 
crime if it was offensive. It was a law introduced in Soviet Russia in 1926, he said, under the 
Criminal Intent code, to empower neighbours to rat on each other, and also enable police to 
arrest anyone they liked, although it was called Terror Speak back then. I told the soldier that 
Mr Jones on the corner had mentioned there were only two genders and transgender male 
athletes shouldn’t be allowed to participate in women sports. The soldier said that was 
especially hateful and he would die slowly for his crime. 


The next time the soldiers came, I told them the neighbour across the road said children 
shouldn’t watch porn on the internet. That was offensive to me because I liked sex, so the 
soldiers arrested him. 


This was all too easy, I thought. A few days later, the soldiers came again. They said they 
would arrest me unless there was someone else in the household who had committed a crime. 
I replied that my wife didn’t like the colour of my t-shirt which I found particularly offensive. 
The soldiers hauled her onto the street, where she was grouped with others who had been turned 
in by their families. They were laughing and singing, happy that they were going to their deaths 
by serving their state and protecting their environment: no longer taking up too much oxygen 
which was most likely contributing to the spread of the squirrelpox. 


My wife was smiling at me. I waved and smiled back. She had been a good servant of the state, 
so would be remembered fondly. 


As Į am making this recording, I have been alone in my house for the last few days. I am seated 
at the dinner table. I haven’t stopped shaking since they took my wife away, and often break 
into fits of laughter. I know they will come for me, too. I know I have committed sin to preserve 
my life for a few more days. I want to leave a record behind, not only to let those in the future 
know what happened to this town, but to make them aware I helped perpetrate those crimes, 
and for that I am truly sorry. 


<><><> 
The tape recorder finished. I put it back on the mantelpiece. 


Hearing the barking, I peeked through the window and saw the dogs running around the 
backyard. The German Shepherd was chasing its tail and dancing with a wild fervour, while 
the Pit Bull was sniffing dead flowers in the garden. 


The woman was tugging my shirt. I turned to her as she fell against me and hugged me. I took 
her to the couch in the living room and tried to rest as she buried her head into my chest. It was 
a futile effort. How could I rest? With the woman holding me, I was sitting next to death. I sat 
there for a long time with my eyes open, feeling her nails dig into me, glancing into the horror 
of her dark empty eyes. Her hands were cold and damp, like the hands of a corpse. It wasn’t a 
human next to me — but something else ... a body beaten and abused so much and for so long 
that it was now a cold, hard shell — a shell devoid of soul, devoid of life. 


After a while, the barking stopped. I got up. To my surprise, she was still clinging to my arm. 
I looked out the window. The sun’s rays were scorching the tar on the road. No wind stirred 
the garden flowers, birds perched on the clotheslines, and the dogs had gone. 


‘We’ve got to get back to the buggy,’ I said. ‘It’s our only chance. You stay here.’ 


Her grip tightened on my arm, her sickly face a mask of horror trapped behind dark strands of 
tangled hair. 


‘Goddamn it! Let me go!’ I pushed her away. Get the heck away from me, you living corpse, I 
said to myself. “Stay here. I'll get the rifle.’ 


But she came again and fell against my body. Wrapping her arms around me, she dug her nails 
into my flesh. I cried in pain. She wouldn’t let me go. The more I tried to push her away, the 
tighter her nails clung to me. I had to take her with me. Opening the window, I grabbed her 
arm and helped her into the garden. 


We kept low behind the picket fence, creeping through the long grass. Out on the road, we 
dashed to the corner. I peeked around it and swore under my breath. Next to the petrol station, 
thirty metres away, the same pack of dogs surrounded the buggy. 


Looking behind me, I saw a dog walk out into the middle of the road, sniffing the tar. It was a 
collie with its shaggy fur drenched in filth and sweat. It noticed us and growled. 


I picked up a stone and threw it across the road. Two dogs left the buggy and chased after the 
sound, but the other five dogs remained; including the large Doberman, which lay in front of 
the buggy and was licking its outstretched paws, undisturbed by the noise. I looked behind me. 
The collie was snarling, exposing its teeth. It advanced. 


The woman’s hand was trembling. I gripped it tighter. ‘We have to go for the buggy,’ I said. 
‘It’s our only chance.’ 


The collie behind us growled louder. The other dogs turned towards us and raised their ears. 
They barked and moved away from the buggy. The Doberman got up off the road and barked 
even louder. 


‘We have to go now,’ I said. ‘Are you ready?’ 
She didn’t respond; her body was shaking, her eyes dark and void. 


The collie sprang forward. I grabbed the woman’s arm and ran around the corner towards the 
buggy. The dogs guarding it ran at us. I tried to skirt around one of them, but the Doberman 
blind-sided me and knocked me over. I let the woman go. Lying on my back, I saw the 
Doberman come forward. I put out my arm to shield my face as it leapt onto me. Its teeth ripped 
my sleeve and scraped the flesh on my forearm. I screamed, shaking my arm, but the dog 
wouldn’t let go. From the corner of my eye, I saw three other dogs closing in. I gulped, choking 
on my breath. They bared their teeth and their eyes were dark and feverish. 


Then a rifle blast filled the air. The Doberman let go of my arm and slumped over. Looking up, 
I saw the woman holding the automatic rifle and standing on the back seat of the buggy. The 
other dogs backed off. The bullet had torn the Doberman’s throat away. It lay on the road, 
kicking its legs before it stretched them out, and died. Blood formed a puddle around its head. 


I dragged my body off the road, clutching my left forearm, which was sticky with blood. The 
woman leapt off the buggy with both rifles and handed me the shotgun. The other dogs were a 
short distance away and advancing. The woman fired the automatic in the air but they didn’t 
retreat. 


‘Get in the buggy,’ I said, clenching my teeth. 


The German Shepherd pounced and I pulled the trigger. The bullet tore into its body. Before I 
could get to the buggy, two other dogs ran at me and knocked me over. Lying on my back, I 
gripped the rifle. The shaggy-coated collie was next to me, growling with its crazed eyes; it 
was so close I could see the purple sores on its rabid face. I pulled the trigger and blew a hole 
in its head. The other dogs backed off. 


I got up and staggered towards the buggy. The other dogs were leaping in the air and spitting 
froth. The woman in the back seat shot one of them with the automatic and the others backed 
away. 


The woman covered me as I filled the two canisters, put them in the buggy, and climbed in. 
The dogs were barking feverishly. I fumbled with the keys and started the engine. The woman 
hopped in the seat next to me and clung to my arm. As I drove away, I saw in the rear-view 
mirror the dogs fighting over the carcasses of the other dogs and ripping them apart. The sun 
was setting in the sky. We got onto the main road, drove out of town, and headed into the red 
horizon. 


Chapter Fourteen 


We came to the Fertility Regions. 


Shrubbery grew on each side of the road and became thicker the further we drove. In the 
distance, I could see the tops of fir trees and evergreens. Fields appeared with sparse patches 
of grass. We stopped on a bridge with the water sparkling under us. The woman was sleeping 
as I got out and filled our bottles with fresh water. Whatever ill feeling I had about the Fertility 
Regions — with its tales of Manhunters and victims who had never returned — was dispelled by 
the need to replenish ourselves. As we drove on, there was more grass in the fields with horses 
in them. They were drinking water from the creek. We drove into the shade of the trees, hearing 
the water flow from the stream. 


It had been a week since the incident with the dogs. I had gotten a fever from the bite and we 
had to hole up in a shaded spot among the rocks, away from the desert heat. The woman 
attended to my wound, but we had run out of supplies and needed to carry on. 


I stopped the buggy. The woman had woken up. As I was about to get out, she broke into a 
spasm and clung to my arm. ‘Let me go,’ I said angrily, and brushed her away. Standing next 
to the buggy, I watched her trembling in the front seat. Then she turned and looked at me with 
dark eyes burnt into her face — a pale and parched face with more wrinkles appearing; a face 
like an old withered flower. ‘We’ve got to hunt rabbits,’ I said, picking up the shotgun from 
the back seat. 


She got out of the buggy, staggered around it with her head hanging down, and gripped my 
arm. I sighed. It was hopeless. She could never let me go. She was always holding me, even 
when I had been recuperating in the rocks. That isn’t right, I thought. Isn’t that against the 
natural order of things — to hold, to touch? More than that, she was digging her nails into me 
as she always did. You can’t do that, I thought, my body shuddering as it absorbed the pain. 
We’ve got to keep our distance ... don’t you know that? There’s no other way. Got to keep our 
distance ... keep our social distance. 


Her nails drew a speck of blood. ‘Let go of me!’ I shouted. ‘I need to get a clear shot. How can 
I get a clear shot if you’re holding me?’ I shook my arm but she hung on. 


I walked into the forest. It was good to breathe the fresh air. Birds were fluttering in the trees. 
The grass was long and flowers grew in the bushes. The earlier rain made the canopy glossy 
and dew dripped from the blades of grass in the meadow next to the trees. It was a good place 
to be, despite the woman grabbing me and slowing me down. At least I didn’t need to tell her 
to be quiet. 


Then I spotted two men on a hillock between the trees, clutching their shotguns. ‘It’s the 
Manhunters,’ I said in a low voice. ‘Get down.’ 


The woman shuddered. We got down behind a tree. Sweat cascaded down my forehead. The 
woman lifted her head. Her cheeks were drawn in and her small lips were quivering. 


‘Drop your weapon and get up!’ 


The loud voice came from behind me. I let go of my rifle and stood up. Slowly, I turned, raising 
my hands. Two men were pointing their shotguns at us. The one who had spoken was tall, with 
a stern wrinkled face under his straw hat, and the other liked to smile despite missing a few 
teeth. 


The one with the straw hat stepped forward. ‘We got ya!’ he said, with bags of skin dangling 
under his eyes. 


The other two came down from the hill and stood on each side of us. One had a potbelly, 
cowboy hat, and suspenders that held up his baggy pants. The other was slim, with his head 
hanging low, and was continuously nodding and grinning like he was conjuring up in his mind 
all the nasty things he would do to us. 


‘I’m hungry.’ The man with the potbelly and cowboy was pointing his .22 at us. 
‘We could have some fun with them now,’ the one with the missing teeth said. 
Not now, I said to myself, take ‘em back to camp. 

The older man with the straw hat kept one eye fixed on us behind his rifle sight. 
Not now, I repeated fervently in my mind. 


‘Nay, not now, take ‘em back to camp — have ourselves a ritual,’ the older man said. ‘We can 
praise Satan tonight.’ 


I breathed easier at the moment of respite. The two men on each side of us were chuckling. I 
studied their rough, odd-looking faces. Next to me, the woman stole one glance at me before 
she lowered her eyes. Her body was shaking. The one continuously nodding was keeping his 
eye on her, his brow raised high. Saliva dribbled from his lips. 


The older man with the straw hat released a grin behind his rifle sight. “Tie ‘em up.’ 


They bound our hands behind our backs with rope, picked up my shotgun, and led us through 
the thicket. We emerged onto folded hills with fences. Light rain was falling and I heard the 
rumble in the sky. A black cloud was forming in the distance. My heart was beating harder and 
faster the further we walked and my gut was churning. Was this it? I thought. Would it end this 
way? How are you going to play this game — the last game of your life? 


I heard the bullet rip through the air before a loud thump as it smacked into the stomach of the 
potbellied man. His cowboy hat fell off. He slumped forward and fell over with his face in the 
long grass. I heard the whizz of bullets. The old man’s straw hat was blown off when he got 
hit in the head and blood shot out from his smashed skull. He lay in the grass with his eyes and 
mouth stretched open. The man with the missing teeth was looking around perplexed. He got 
hit by two bullets at once and flopped down in front of me. 


I lay low in the grass as bullets zipped by. The man always nodding ran towards the fence, 
wildly flaying his arms. He got his lower leg caught in barbed wire as he tried to climb over it. 
A bullet hit the fence post next to him. He fell over on the other side, ripping a chunk of flesh 
from his leg. Lying in the grass, he gripped his mangled leg and was nodding his head 
frantically and screaming. When he sat up, a bullet struck him in the head. 


‘Run!’ I said to the girl. 


She followed me down the hill and into the thicket where we hid behind a tree. Looking up, I 
saw Six men appear on the slope. 


‘Come out of there!’ one of them shouted. 
We came out from behind the tree and grudgingly walked up the slope towards them. 


‘It’s okay, you’re safe now.’ The leader was a giant man with a long red beard and red-swollen 
eyes that were large and round under his shaggy brows. He wore a nylon trench coat with a 
purple shirt hanging loose under it. His trousers were baggy and bright pink. He swung his rifle 
strap over his shoulder. ‘Untie them!’ 


Two others, with long dishevelled beards and loose-fitting bib overalls, untied the rope. The 
woman fell onto the grass and clutched my leg. She was trembling with tears streaming down 
her face. 


‘Thanks,’ I said. 


‘My name’s King Henry,’ the leader said, and then he spoke loudly so everyone could hear. 
‘This is my land. I am the king of this realm — the absolute ruler of the Fertility Regions. And 
you, wanderer, what’s your name?’ 


I saw a bit of craziness in his large nervy eyes. They were tired and strained as if he got little 
sleep. ‘Wanderer,’ I said, scratching my chin, ‘... I like that name.’ 


King Henry released a full-throated, hearty roar. ‘Good! Wanderer it will be. And her?’ His 
eyes shifted to the pitiful woman by my feet. ‘What’s her name?’ 


I looked down. She was trembling with her hands clamped around my leg. ‘She can’t speak,’ I 
said. ‘I don’t know her name.’ 


A glum expression crossed the leader’s face. The other men looked at her morosely, shook 
their heads and frowned. 


The leader got down beside the woman and studied her, screwing his eyes under his thick 
brows. ‘This one’s lost,’ he said, his voice low and grating as he tugged his beard. “You can 
see it in her eyes — those dead, cold eyes. She’s waiting for death. It’s a pity. Nothing can save 
her. She’s traumatized beyond repair. I’ve seen it a lot around here. I’ve seen it in the prisoners 
who are caught by the Manhunters, and tortured and skinned so their blood tastes better before 
they’re eaten. And if they escape — well, that’s not so good either. They never recover. They 
wait to die. But she looks a lot worse than any traumatized victim I’ve ever seen before. She’s 
a zombie. There’s no life, no strength in her, nothing, and that’s the way it will always be ... 
look at the way she’s holding on to you, like if she lets go she might die.’ 


‘Yeah,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘She’s always holding on to me ... it’s a real hassle.’ 


The giant man stood up, put one huge hand on his hips and with the other was pulling at his 
beard. His large round eyes turned vacant as he stared into the distance. ‘Such a sad thing. 
Imagine what had happened to her ... what she had been through to be reduced to this living 
corpse, bad things done to her beyond any human reason or conception. Anyway, we’ll get 
some soup down her when we get back to camp.’ 


‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘We’d appreciate that.’ 
‘No problem.’ He planted his big hand on my shoulder and smiled. ‘I only serve the best food.’ 
I grinned. There was warmth in his eyes when they had been so edgy before. 


‘But we’re on patrol now.’ He turned away from me. ‘We’ve got a few more Manhunters to 
slay.’ 


The others had grim expressions. They had ammunition belts strapped over their shoulders and 
around their waists. Each had a beard, or at least the makings of one. They were carrying 
hunting rifles and constantly searching the landscape, always ready to shoot. 


‘Join us, Wanderer.’ The leader stared hard at me. ‘Join our clan. We need every man we can 
get. We’re at war with the Manhunters. We need to rid this land of them. Besides, we saved 
your lives. You owe us, don’t you?’ 


‘Okay,’ I said and nodded. 


The men collected the Manhunters’ weapons. I pointed out my 12-gauge and one of them 
handed it to me. 


Henry’s eyes were large and jittery under his bushy brows. “Let’s move out!’ he roared. 


We went through a gate and carried on across the folded hills. Light rain continued to fall. The 
sun would break through the dismal cloud cover at intervals, but retreat as quickly as it had 
appeared. Black clouds remained in the distance and we regularly heard rolls of thunder. 


The youngest had the trimmings of a small beard. His long wavy blond hair sat on his shoulders, 
and he had thin sunken-in cheeks and a slender nose. When we reached the top of a folded hill, 
we stopped. I watched the youngster as he discharged his small-bore rifle. The boom carried 
across the lowland regions. I looked down to where he had fired and saw a figure scamper 
across a field. Henry, next to the young man, slammed his hand on his back so hard the 
youngster choked and struggled to hold his rifle. ‘I told you so!’ Henry yelled. “You need more 
target practice!’ 


The others chuckled and murmured in agreement. 


The clan chased after their target, screaming a weird battle cry. Henry took off at a fast pace, 
but his boots got lost in his baggy trousers and he tripped and fell. He sat up in the long grass 
with a glum expression and his cheeks flushed red. 


When the clan reached the field below, one of them stopped and fired at the escaping man but 
missed. The others ran on. Another aimed as the figure was climbing over a fence and got him 


in the back. He fell on the other side of the fence and was kicking out in a death spasm. When 
we caught up with him, he had stopped moving. Blood was dripping from his mouth like a 
water tap. His face was greyish-white and his glazed eyes were staring up. 


King Henry, with sweat pouring off his red flabby face, came up behind us. He crouched 
forward with his hands gripping his knees, wheezing and coughing. One man handed him a 
water bottle. 


We stayed on the flat ground. We often stopped and rested. One clansman took out a cigarette 
and passed it around. We moved up a slope and sat on a hill for a better view. Soon, we spotted 
another Manhunter walking casually across a field. 


An older clan member with a rough-looking, leather-tanned face, aimed his rifle. Blue arteries 
were bulging on his neck as he fired. The bullet hit the target, who fell and disappeared in the 
long grass. The others clapped and cheered. 


‘That was a good shot,’ Henry said. “You'll get extra food at dinner tonight.’ 


The man with the suntanned, leathery face approached me. ‘It’s easy to survive in this 
environment, if you know how,’ he said quietly, but maintaining a gruff edge to his voice. 
‘There’s another one over there. Take a shot.’ 


I gripped the 12-gauge. Turning, I saw the target one hundred metres away on the verge of a 
hill. 


‘I know you want payback,’ the older man said. “They wanted to cook you up and eat you. 
Besides, you can let the boss know you want to be part of the clan.’ 


I nodded, then took aim and fired. The blast shattered the serenity of the lowland region. Birds 
sprang from the trees. The shot hit the man in the head and the others applauded as his body 
rolled down the hill. 


King Henry smiled with his cheeks redder and his eyes growing larger. ‘What a shot! Have 
you had much experience in war, Wanderer?’ 


‘I survived the Great Purge, a few battles with the warring factions, and now the Manhunters 
today, so, yeah ... I’ve had a bit.’ 


‘What faction?’ 


I had to be careful with my answer. He must have known I was wearing a Realm infantry 
uniform. I swallowed a quick breath, hoping the right words would come out. ‘Whichever one 
comes along with the biggest guns.’ 


“You’re their friend one day but their enemy the next?’ 


I nodded, keeping my eye on him for any sign of irritation if I had said the wrong thing, which 
I was fond of doing when put under the spotlight, but I felt the wave of relief when King Harold 
flapped his arms and released another booming laugh, louder than the discharge from a small- 
bore rifle. The others joined him, hollering and hooting. 


‘Only the best soldiers fight for me!’ Henry’s eyes darted to the sides to see if the others had 
heard him. ‘You’re a good man to have in our team. Now, let’s get back to camp and get some 
food down us.’ 


We reached a dirt road that ran through the forest, with towering conifers on either side and 
coarse grass growing next to a waist-high ditch that ran alongside the road. I was glancing 
around for any sign of trouble. Looking through the trees, I saw a field with the skeleton of a 
cow in the long grass. 


The leaves crumpled under King Henry as the enormous man came up behind me and I was in 
his shadow. ‘That’s strange,’ he said, tugging his beard as he looked ahead. “There used to be 
horses in that field. I wonder where they have gone to?’ 


We carried on walking for a few minutes until a clansman pointed up and cried: ‘Look at that!’ 
Smoke was rising above the treetops. 


‘That’s one of our schools!’ King Henry said, his voice unsteady. 


My heart sank as I looked up, and a terrible gloom overcame me. I ran towards the smoke, 
running from cover to cover, looking out for any sign of Manhunters. Behind me, the others 
were dashing through the undergrowth, struggling to catch up with me. Then I saw the fire 
through the trees. Stepping into the clearing, I looked around and gasped. 


The school was on fire, sending up the columns of smoke. The whole area had been razed, with 
bodies of children and a few teachers scattered on the ground. The clansmen emerged behind 
me and walked dejectedly through the carnage. As Henry dragged his overweight body along, 
he nearly tripped over in his baggy, bright-pink trousers. 


‘We should have built the palisade first and manned it before we built the school!’ The older 
clansman with the suntanned, leathery face spoke loudly to let others know his frustration. 


‘Shut up!’ King Henry hissed between his teeth. ‘It’s war! It’s war! We have to expect this in 
war!’ 


‘No.’ The older man was fuming as he approached Henry. Blue arteries were pulsating on his 
neck. ‘We had agreed to build the palisade first, but you overruled us.’ 


The others turned towards the confrontation. Henry gasped with spittle flying from his mouth. 
His gigantic eyes were throbbing as he stared hard at his subordinate. His cheeks burnt as he 
clenched his fists and muttered angrily. The older clansman, who had made his point, blew out 
hot breaths and walked away. 


‘The blood’s still warm.’ The sandy-haired youngster was crouching beside a child’s corpse; 
he held up his finger with blood on it. 


I stared ahead, shivering. Tiredness overcame me as my body wavered and I struggled to stand. 
Every sight, every colour, every shade gave me a sick, terrifying feeling. Hold it together, I 
thought. More of the school structure crashed and disappeared in the flames. Dropping my 
gaze, I saw the young woman on the ground. Her back was stooped. She was crying and shaking 
violently, with long scattered hair hanging down and her knees buried in the leaves. I knelt 
beside her. ‘Take it easy,’ I said. She looked at me with the wrinkled-up corners of her eyes 
and buried her face in my shoulder. I put my arms around her. 


I got up and she followed me. Ahead, Henry was kneeling on the ground, gripping a burnt doll 
and frantically cleaning it with long shaking fingers. As I drew near, he turned and glared at 
me. His mouth was trembling with a string of spittle dangling from his lips and his bushy brows 
raised high. Tears dripped from his frazzled eyes. 


He handed me the doll. When I touched it, a flashing bright light struck me between the eyes 
and I reeled back. The light faded and I was swimming in darkness, then spinning and falling 
down a tunnel. I came to a stop. My vision cleared and I was floating above the forest, drifting 
nearer to the school. Looking down, I saw with horror Manhunters chasing children in the 
clearing outside the school. It was like a sport as others stood by, clapping and cheering. It was 
indescribable what they did to the children when they captured them. A distraught teacher ran 
out of the school, but was surrounded and butchered. The remaining children were dragged 
into the school, and it was boarded up and set on fire. 


The flames grew larger and the terrible screams of the children filled my head. Then the intense 
white light hit me again. Gasping and shivering, I opened my eyes, and it was a few seconds 
before I realized I was back in the present moment. 


We threw the corpses into the fire. By the time we finished, the fire had died with only patches 
of smoke from dying embers. During the time of discarding the bodies, Harold had always 
muttered to himself, ‘It’s war, it’s war,’ with the drained look in his red-swollen eyes. 


It was nightfall by the time we got to the camp. 


<><><> 


King Henry’s main campsite was in a clearing in the thicket. It had tents arranged in rows with 
the greenish-brown of the flysheets neutral against the surrounding trees and undergrowth. 
There was a line of straw-thatched huts with the biggest of them for Henry. I noticed the bases 
of many huts were uneven. A wooden palisade surrounded the camp, but there were a few gaps 
with missing pales. The largest structure was the meeting hall in the middle of the camp. Some 
men were walking around dejectedly because Henry hadn’t invited them to the feast. 


The meeting hall was spacious and brightly lit with lanterns. About a hundred people sat at 
wooden tables. Henry sat poised at the head of a large mahogany table. His back was straight 
and he pushed his chest out so he looked taller and bigger, even when seated. As the guest of 
honour, I sat next to him. The table rocked because one leg was shorter than the others. The 
frail woman was on the other side of me, her trembling hand gripping my arm. 


The clansmen I had been hunting with were at my table. Their wives were at another table 
behind them. Henry explained that the men outside hadn’t been invited in because they hadn’t 
been with the clan long enough, which was six months, or hadn’t racked up enough kills, which 
was twenty Manhunters. Clay bowls filled with roast beef and vegetables and jars of red wine 
were laid out before us. I looked at it all with ravenous eyes. The woman next to me loosened 
her grip. 


People at other tables chatted and smiled, but the men at my table, still reeling from that day’s 
events, sat with doleful expressions. A couple of them tried to act upbeat, but, with images of 
the burning school and dead children lurking in their minds, their smiles quickly faded and they 
remained slumped in their seats. Soon their mugs came, filled with wine. They drank them in 
one swallow and burped loudly. Light shone in their eyes and they could relax and smile. Trays 


of cooked rabbit and lizard were put on the table. More wine flowed and there was great noise 
and gusto. 


The lantern on our table cast King Henry’s vast shadow on to the fabric behind him. Meat and 
potatoes stacked his plate and gravy spilled over the sides. The mug in front of him disappeared 
into his enormous hand as he picked it up. After drinking the wine, his cheeks turned fiery red. 
Wine dripped from his mouth and soaked his beard. He piled more food on to his plate. 


As the woman next to me slurped her soup, colour filled her cheeks. 
‘She’s settled down a bit....” King Henry observed. 


I glanced at her and nodded. When I picked up my mug, the handle broke off and the wine 
spilled out. Laughter roared around the table. I looked up and grinned as a servant put another 
mug in front of me. I sipped it and felt the tingle in my mouth. When I swallowed it whole, it 
gave me a good, light-headed sensation, making me forget, albeit briefly, what I had 
experienced that day. The mug was quickly refilled. 


Soon there was singing. Men at my table bellowed their battle song with great enthusiasm as 
wine splashed the surface and stained the mahogany wood. Harold joined in, his voice a mighty 
roar, and he thumped his fist on the table. Mugs on the table rattled. More gravy from his 
stacked plate slopped over the sides. Laughter and gaiety filled my ears and that, mixed with 
the wine, made me feel good and happy. 


“War....’ King Henry purred as he withdrew his mug from his mouth and looked at me with 
one gargantuan eye. “You win some and lose some ... that’s the rules of the game. You know 
that well, Wanderer ... I can see it in your eyes. I’m glad you can be with us.’ 


I grunted confirmation as I gnawed at the rabbit bone. 
‘Where are you heading to, Wanderer?’ King Henry asked. 
‘The Lost City,’ I said. ‘It’s out there in the Dead Zone, past the Fertility Regions.’ 


King Henry chuckled. ‘You need a better map. There isn’t any city out there, Wanderer ... 
cities out there no longer exist. Nothing out there, except sand, ruins, and death.’ 


I squirmed in my chair, then drank more wine. 

‘What about you, Wanderer? What did you do before the Faction Wars?’ 

‘A bit of this and that. Wasn’t much good at keeping down a job.’ 

‘Ah! Your name — Wanderer! Drifting from one town to the next.’ 

‘I guess.’ 

‘I was a property developer before the Great Purge,’ King Henry said. ‘Then it all got taken 
away. A mob came to my house and said I had to let all the homeless stay on my land and 
occupy my buildings. Fair enough, I said. But they destroyed the buildings and the price of the 


land went down. Then I was homeless, too! Left with nothing, reduced to a beggar on the street. 
But not anymore, Wanderer. Now I have a new empire — the best! And this is only the start...’ 


I saw the strange, misty look in his eyes. 


He drank more wine, spilling it on his beard, and crashed his heavy hand on my shoulder. ‘I 
like you, Wanderer. You’ll stay with me, won’t you? I can give you perks.’ His eyes shifted to 
the side to make sure the others weren’t listening. ‘I'll let you choose the spoils of war next 
time we do battle. Keep it a secret, though. The others might get jealous.’ 


I dug into my meal. He drank more wine and, as his red cheeks filled up, he let out a great burp. 


‘PIL show you my hut later,’ King Henry said with that skittish glare in his eyes. ‘It’s got all 
the best stuff ... the biggest swords, modern guns. I’ve even got some food stashed away. PI 
give you some later on when the others have gone to bed. There will always be a place for you 
in my kingdom, Wanderer.’ 


Then the bulky man stood up and waved his arms. He held up his mug and let out his boisterous 
voice. “A toast!’ he cried. ‘I want to make a toast!’ 


The crowd was hushed. 


‘Here’s to Wanderer.’ He cast an eye down on me. ‘The recent addition to our clan. Let’s 
welcome him. Stand up, Wanderer!’ 


The crowd cheered, raised their glasses, and drank their wine. 


As I was about to get up, a man burst into the tent, gripping his rifle. ‘They’re coming!’ he 
yelled, his face distraught. 


People ignored him. The singing and revelry increased. I put my wine down and looked at him. 
The woman gripped my arm tighter. Her dark eyes were widening as she stared at him. 


‘Quiet!’ King Henry roared at the gathering. He slammed his mug on the table and got their 
attention. His flaring eyes shifted to the messenger. ‘What is it?’ 


‘They’re here!’ 


There was a moment of silence before concerned voices filled the meeting hall. I heard an 
explosion from outside, grabbed the woman’s hand, and ran towards the opening. Others shook 
the stupor out of their heads and followed us outside. 


The blast had ripped a part of the palisade away and horsemen were riding through, brandishing 
swords, rifles, and torches; and screeching their battle cry. I saw the crazed look in their eyes 
which I had seen earlier that day. They were the Manhunters. They burnt the tents and straw- 
thatched huts with their torches. Flysheets burst into fire and smoke filled the night sky. When 
people ran out of their tents, the Manhunters shot them or hacked them to death. 


I looked back where a dozen had emerged from the meeting hall with confused expressions. 
Horsemen lined up in front of them and shot them dead. Their bodies piled up outside the 
entrance. 


King Henry wobbled out of the hall, stepping clumsily over the bodies and looking around with 
his large round protruding eyes. Streams of saliva dangled from his wide-open mouth. ‘Get rid 


of them!’ he shouted. ‘Cut them down!’ But no one was listening. A bullet hit him in the side. 
He bent forward awkwardly and collapsed. 


The settlement had become a burning hell. The tents and huts were in flames. The meeting hall 
was burning and the heat was immense. I ran with the woman through the smoke and ash. 
Around me was gunfire, the groans of the wounded, and the raging fires. I crept up behind a 
horseman who was setting a tent on fire with his torch and pulled him down from his saddle. 
Pinning him on the ground with my knee, I twisted his neck and broke it, then took the rifle 
that was strapped around his shoulder. 


A horse reared in front of me, the rider pulling back the reins. Before he raised his rifle, I blew 
a hole in his chest, throwing him off his horse. To my left, a distraught woman had slumped to 
her knees and was praying with tears running down her face. Behind her, a horseman had 
dismounted and set her dress on fire with a torch. As she wiggled in the flames, another man 
emerged through the smoke and lopped her head off with his sword. 


Remaining on my knees, I peered through the smoke and falling ash and spotted the section of 
the palisade blown away. I took the woman’s arm, ran through it, and we hid behind a bush in 
the forest. We lay low, listening to the last cries of the dying and, finally, the cheers of the 
victors. Eventually, the Manhunters retreated into the night. Not wanting to take any chances, 
we remained hiding in the bush. 


After a few hours, the darkness gave way to clouds hanging in the grey-misty sky. There was 
the singing and flutter of birds. Calmness had returned to the forest. I shivered in the morning 
dew as the young woman gripped my arm, her fingernails digging in deeper. The drizzle fell. I 
got up and entered the camp, or what was left of it. The tents and huts had been razed and the 
meeting hall was gone. There were a few burning embers. Smoke ascended like thin white 
streamers and mixed with the haze of dawn. Vultures perched on the corpses — their spoils of 
war. A tattered piece of tent covering was fluttering in the breeze. Drizzle mixed with the blood 
on the ground and the breeze blew the rain in my face. A possum emerged from the forest and 
ran from one corpse to the next. 


“Wanderer....’ 


I heard the weak voice and turned. King Henry was lying on the ground. His eyes were open 
but he wasn’t looking at me — he was gazing off into the distance, some dark hole he was about 
to sink into and never return from. I went up to him and knelt beside him. Blood soaked his 
beard and his cheeks were washed-out and taut. He was looking past me with tired red-strained 
eyes. 


“Wanderer ... is it you?’ 
‘Yes,’ I said. 


Blood was dripping from his mouth as he spoke in a low rasping voice: ‘Stay, Wanderer ... 
this is my realm, my forest, my Fertility Regions. I claim them — they are mine.’ 


There were sword slashes on his body and blood was sticky around the bullet hole in his side. 
His lips were slightly parted and quivering with blood dripping from them as he spoke: ‘We 
can rule the Fertility Regions together, Wanderer ... if you stay. We can bring glory to the 
Earth, glory to our realm. I can rise from these ruins and establish my empire again ... an 


empire for all time. Can’t you hear the birds? They sing out to me. I put life into these regions 
when before there was only death.’ 


His glassy eyes stared into the distance while mine settled on the surrounding carnage: the 
smouldering embers, the ragged tent fabric flapping in the breeze, the charred and mutilated 
bodies, vultures fighting over a corpse. A sense of helplessness crept over me. I wondered how 
much time he had left. His voice trailed off as he spoke. 


‘I need you, Wanderer ... we can do it together.’ 


Then his body was still. I waved my hand over his eyes, but there was no response. His lips 
had stopped moving. I heard the last gasp of breath from his lips. 


The drizzle increased and the grey clouds were turning darker. My body trembled. The sense 
of powerlessness seemed to increase with the cold. I felt the keys of the buggy in my pocket. 
The woman came up to me and grabbed my arm. She picked up a sack, scavenged for food and 
water, and filled it up. Then we went back to where we had left the buggy. We took the dirt 
road that led out of the Fertility Regions — out of the land of war and death. 


Chapter Fifteen 


The wind carried across the desert, causing sand devils to churn vigorously the terrain. After 
they had gone, huge ripples remained in the sand, and their white and yellow tinge blended 
under the splendid purple sky. The sun cast the light across the desert and caught clouds in the 
crimson haze. The desert land appeared as a sea of enchantment. For a moment, I found it 
difficult to think that it was part of a forgotten, desolate wasteland. 


The buggy had broken down, so we had to walk across the desert. I carried the sack with 
supplies and the automatic strung over my shoulder. The sun bore down relentlessly. The 
woman was hanging on to me like she was clutching a rope — a lifeline — that she couldn’t let 
go of. I knew we had to be near the Lost City. I checked my communicator, but nothing showed 
up. The desert stretched into the distance. Giant dunes appeared on the horizon, and we headed 
towards them to get a better view. 


After we climbed them, I looked out over the vast terrain. A wave of disillusionment rolled 
over me. Exhausted, I slumped to my knees and buried them in the sand. I cursed bitterly. Was 
this the point to give up? The young woman knelt next to me. I turned and saw her darkened 
eyes poking out through strands of hair glued to her face. There was immense pain in her eyes 
— enormous suffering always there. I put my arm around her and cried. She looked over my 
shoulder and, viewing the desert terrain, understood my despair. With a gust blowing sand in 
her face, she squinted her eyes. 


If it was a city, then it was a city no more. Amid the vastness of the desert, the ruins were half- 
buried in the sand. Masses of rubble were piled high. Buildings had been pulverized and 
flattened, except one — a church. I frowned, contemplating the situation. As the wind settled, I 
saw the vultures circling above us, screeching loudly, sensing our imminent demise. 


<><><> 


We walked into the ruins, surrounded by piles of stone and rubble. The wind was blowing sand 
across the street. Concrete foundations remained, but rubble covered most of them. There had 
been a massive bombing attack. Steel rods and I-beams stuck out of the rubble at odd angles. 
They towered above us as we ducked in their shadows. 


A tattered flag was sticking out of the rubble: an old American flag. It had red and white stripes 
with stars in a blue box in the corner. It was a strange thing to see. In the last days, people 
around the world who had escaped the brainwashing and knew their governments were corrupt 
saw freedom in that flag. But there wasn’t any freedom now, I thought. It was a lost concept. 
Freedom and that flag were a myth. Buried with the past; buried with the truth. History books 
wrote that the American flag was a sign of white suppression and privilege — a sign of evil. At 
the end of the world, what stood for good would be evil and what was evil would be good. Isn’t 
that the way it had been, the way it was, and the way it would always be? 


The woman gripped my arm. She was trembling, her empty eyes staring ahead. She dropped 
her fragile body, knelt in the dust, and breathed irregularly. I crouched and put my arm around 
her. ‘Calm down,’ I said. Froth was dribbling from her lips. Would she always be like this? I 
thought bitterly. Haunted at every moment by the past. 


I looked around. The only structure remaining was that church, with its single spire and the 
cross on top. What had the man in the hospital said? In the church, under the altar. There you 
will find the truth... 


Looking up, I saw a dot appear in the azure sky. Then came the sound of rotor blades. ‘We’ve 
been traced,’ I said. ‘Come on!’ I took the woman’s arm and helped her up; but, before we 
could run away, I saw the puff of smoke as the Viper chopper unleashed a missile. 


We entered the rubble and crouched behind a concrete slab as the missile struck and debris 
exploded around us amid balls of swirling flame. Plaster and dust showered us. As the 
helicopter swept overhead, bullets rained down from the gun-pit. We ducked under steel sheets 
and twisted rods, climbed under I-beams, and crept deeper into the rubble, stepping awkwardly 
over it. Bullets bounced off the debris. I peered through a gap and saw the church was closer 
with a clear path in front of it. The helicopter landed. I heard Realm troops shout as they leapt 
out. Grabbing the woman’s arm, I got through the last of the rubble and ran to the church. 


I opened the door and we hurried inside. It was a large hall. Part of the wall and roof had been 
blown away and sunlight was streaming through. There were piles of smashed pews amid 
clusters of stone. We walked through the debris and reached the altar. In the church, under the 
altar. I remembered those words but, standing behind the altar and looking around, I saw 
nothing. I shook my head and fumed, the breath trapped in my throat. There was the clatter of 
rotor blades as another chopper swept over the church. The woman grimaced as she approached 
me. 


Then I noticed a side door. ‘Through here,’ I said, and took her arm and entered. Stairs 
descended into darkness. I locked the door behind me, went down two floors, and came to 
another door. I opened it and entered a room that was dark and musty smelling. The 
communicator light lit up an array of computers covered in dust. A sign on the wall read: 
‘Information Centre’. 


I locked the door and walked down an aisle between the computers. We entered a storage room 
down the back and sat huddled in the corner, waiting for the Realm troops to burst through the 
door at any moment. In the pitch dark, the woman was pinching my arm. I felt her tiny gasps 
of breath on my neck. 


Half an hour later, it was still quiet. I gathered the courage to check out the information room. 
We entered, walked down the aisles, and switched on each computer. They were dead until a 
light flashed on a screen. Relieved, I sat down in front of it. The woman pulled up a chair and 
joined me. ENTER PASSWORD came up. I typed Renegade, then Re-history. A peculiar 
feeling of anticipation was in me, like warm energy rising, and when the data base appeared, 
the energy was hot and flowing. I grinned at the woman next to me. Here was another chance 
to discover the past. 


I scrolled down the files until I came to one that read LOST HISTORY. I opened it and, to my 
surprise, saw dozens of 18" century photos: buildings — whole cities! — dug out of mud. My 
breath stopped as I struggled to comprehend what I was seeing. One photo was titled THE 
LEANING MANSION OF EDERIS. I clicked on it to enlarge it. 


Suddenly, a bright white light struck my forehead and pushed me back in the chair. I was 
spinning in darkness. When I opened my eyes, I was looking down at a vast city with 
spectacular, elaborate buildings surrounded by water canals and large estates. I began falling 
towards one of the estates as the greenery was rushing up towards me. There is was — the 
building in the photo! Then I blinked, and I was back in another time and place. 


<><><> 


Ederis finished meditating and opened his eyes, blinking at the evening sky lit up in a golden 
radiance emanating from heaven. He was lanky with wavy blond hair and a thin handlebar 
moustache. Dressed in his double-breasted frock coat to keep warm, he was sitting on the 
marble steps outside the Great Hall. Behind him, his huge manor house was glowing in 
magnetic light. He cast his eyes across the vast estate he had spent his life building: the 
magnificent garden that stretched for miles; the living waters singing in the lakes and fountains; 
and waterfalls, each with their unique sound. 


‘Under God, all things are possible,’ he whispered. 


Then his eyes turned weary as a deep sadness entered his heart. He knew that the beauty and 
magnificence of his garden might not exist in a few days, heck, maybe in a few hours. Not if 
the Great Deceivers of Mankind had their way. History would be destroyed, and a new history 
full of lies would be written. What had been considered normal a short moment ago would now 
be a Golden Age lost in the foggy annals of time. 


He raised his eyes at the massive blimp airship floating in the clouds. It was so huge it took up 
almost his entire vision. There were usually many smaller ones that flew by his estate each day, 
some powered by helicopter blades, but lockdown had grounded them. 


Ederis was a property developer. People often asked him how much money he had and he’d 
show them his empty pockets and say nothing. They would laugh and say what a joker he was, 
but it was true — he had spent every cent on making schools, healing centres, libraries, and this 
magnificent garden before him now. 


His estate was open to the public: to the laughter and shouting of children, to couples who made 
their wedding vows in front of him, to strangers he bumped into who told him their life stories. 
No need to read a book when people like that can educate you! he thought and chuckled to 
himself. There were rooms in his Great Hall made of marble and gold, and always open so 
people could sleep in them for free. Every day a thousand people would be enjoying his garden. 


But there were no people now. 


The streets of his nearby city were deserted. Every city in the world was deserted. People had 
been told to stay indoors and isolate from the virus. They had to wear cotton-thin face masks, 
even indoors, and sometimes two or three masks at a time at the whim of a local governor, 
otherwise they would go to jail. 


He stood up from the steps and walked with long strides between the sandstone columns, into 
his garden. There were hills on his right and a forest on his left. Turning back, he saw the Great 
Hall with its arches, onion-shaped minarets, and turrets. A launching pad for an airship was on 
one roof. Atop the tallest tower was the vortex housed in a dome. The vortex created the figure 
8 magnetic wave to provide unlimited energy to the estate. Mercury-coated antennas sprang 
from other towers that picked up the energy. Guarding the manor house were the fifty-metre- 
tall sandstone columns, covered in coils to transmit magnetic energy. Each column had intricate 
three-dimensional designs on the top — each design was unique and told a different story about 
the past. 


Ederis knew those stories might soon be erased from history. He dropped his head as a tear ran 
down his cheek. Despite what he had achieved in his life, he felt great shame he might die soon 
and hadn’t spoken the truth. Many of his friends who spoke the truth had been carted away to 
mental asylums and never heard of again. 


His pocket phone went off and he answered it. Hunter had arrived. Ederis shuddered, rubbing 
his moustache. He could only guess what his friend had to do to get past police checkpoints to 
come and visit him. Hunter had warned him that the next day he visited him would be the day 
of destiny — that day of reckoning was always preying on Ederis’ mind. 


‘The door’s open,’ Ederis said with a precarious voice. ‘Meet me in the living room.’ 


Ederis went inside the Great Hall. Around him, four arches sprouted up and curved towards 
the middle of the ceiling. Each arch connected to a toroidal coil on the floor that took in energy 
from a small pyramidal conductor on top of each toroid. Hunter was already in the living room, 
sinking back into an armchair with his hands gripping the side rests. His round face was 
bloodless as he pursed his lips under his prim moustache. Ederis made two cups of tea and sat 
on a couch adjacent to him. The stone-walled living room was large and covered with elaborate 
designs. Octagonal shapes were embedded in the high ceiling. Part of the ceiling was made of 
glass so the sunlight could come streaming through. 


Hunter had been tracking the Great Deceivers for two decades. His three cotton face masks lay 
on the glass table in front of him, next to the fake documents showing he had taken twelve 


vaccine-booster shots — all that needed so he could leave his house and get past police 
checkpoints to visit Ederis. When he bent to pick up his cup, his hand was shaking so much he 
spilled tea on his lap. His inky-black hair, usually well combed, hung in strands over one eye. 
‘It’s time,’ Hunter said, his lips quivering under his prim moustache, his voice low and tired. 


‘What! You mean today?’ Ederis stretched his long limbs out on the sofa. 


Hunter put his tea on the glass table, leaned forward, and clasped his hands tightly together. 
‘They have already re-written the history books ... it’s all set.’ 


Ederis felt the pang of fear like a thorn in his side. Hunter’s eyes were burning into him, but 
also rays of sunlight were like arrows coming down through the glass ceiling and piercing him. 
“What weapons do they have?’ 

‘Unimaginable.’ 


Ederis put his fist over his open mouth to stop from screaming, and his eyes were bulging. 


‘Maybe I shouldn’t have told you,’ Hunter said with a guilty tone, lowering his head. ‘Maybe 
I shouldn’t have come around.’ 


‘No, it’s okay — what else have you got?’ 

Hunter raised his eyes and his puffy round cheeks expanded and turned red. 

‘It’s okay, you don’t have to tell me.’ Ederis lay back on the couch, sighed, and with his bony 
fingers wiped the sweat away on his forehead. ‘Everything’s going to be gone ... even the 
people, right?’ 

‘Everything.’ 

Ederis rubbed the ends of his handlebar moustache. ‘What happens after that?’ 

‘They’re going to re-populate the planet.’ 

“With who?’ 

‘The orphans who have been removed from their promiscuous mothers and child-hating 
fathers. They will be sent out to all corners of the Earth in a process called “colonization” ... 
they’ ve already been indoctrinated with the new history and scientific theories which they will 
pass on to future generations.’ 


‘What theories?’ 


Hunter paused, pursing his lips. ‘The world is to be a speck of dust in a giant vacuum of space, 
spinning around the sun at thousands of miles an hour.’ 


Ederis chucked hysterically. ‘Come on! Get serious, man! Tell me what’s really going to 
happen?’ 


‘No, I am being serious.’ 


Ederis turned pale and his body stiffened. He stared glumly at Hunter. ‘A speck of dust?’ 


‘That’s only the beginning ... they’ve got these giant bones called dinosaur fossils which will 
be discovered later this century and be linked to giant monsters that lived in the past.’ 


Ederis laughed. ‘Don’t worry about that ... no one will believe that one. What else?’ 
‘We will be descended from animals.’ 

‘Animals? What animal?’ 

‘A monkey ... maybe even a fish.’ 


Ederis laughed. ‘A monkey! Our ancestors were monkeys! This is a freak show! Heck, they 
really are Satanists, aren’t they? Who will believe this nonsense? We have to laugh about it, 
right? The Satanists are obviously taking the piss — making fools of us.” He shook his head. ‘It 
looks like this is all designed to get rid of God.’ 


‘That’s what I’ve been telling you for years.’ 
‘How can they get away with this?’ 


‘They will introduce concepts like liberty, equality, and social justice and hide their true 
intentions behind them.’ 


“Well, they’ ve been doing that since the French Revolution.’ Ederis paused. ‘My God, Hunter, 
this will create demons who will run amok over the Earth.... Isn’t there an alliance to fight this? 
There has to be. Weren’t you taking about that a while ago?’ 


‘Everybody connected to the alliance has been assassinated.’ 
‘What else?’ Ederis fumed. 


‘They’re going to get rid of magnetic energy and make unbearable, smog-infected conditions 
that are run on coal and electricity.’ 


Ederis shook his head. ‘But the buildings — those magnificent structures around the world? If 
they hide our true history, and get rid of magnetic energy, how will they explain how orphans 
built them? What power instruments? Their hands? Did they transport thousands of tonnes of 
materials, including granite stone, with horses and carts? Who will explain all that? It makes 
little sense.’ 


‘People will be too hungry, poor, unhealthy, and indoctrinated by a public school system to 
care about those details.’ 


Ederis nodded. “That makes a bit of sense, I suppose.’ 


‘Let me explain.’ Hunter sank back in his chair, his hands clasped together on his lap. ‘Each 
type of building will be designated to a particular era of history; for example, buildings with 
columns will belong to an Ancient or Greek Age, those with steeples will belong to a Dark 
Age, and dome-shaped ones will be part of the Middle Ages, and so on.’ 


“Well, you have to hand it to these Satanists.’ Ederis chuckled. ‘That’s very well planned.’ 
Hunter sipped his tea. 


‘Anyway, that’s enough for one day,’ Ederis said. ‘If I hear any more, I will go insane.’ He 
stood up and shook Hunter’s hand. ‘Thanks for coming over. If I don’t see you again, you were 
my best friend.’ 


Hunter, shorter than Ederis, looked up at him with his swelling cheeks and a tear in his eye. He 
gripped Ederis’s hand tightly. ‘Will you go willingly?’ 


‘PI decide that when the time comes.’ 
‘So long my friend ... I want you to know — you did a lot of good things.’ 


Ederis withdrew his hand from Hunter’s grasp and looked at him with teary eyes. “But I 
could’ve done a lot more ... I could’ve warned people.’ 


‘We all could’ve done something more,’ Hunter said. ‘Otherwise we wouldn’t be in this 
predicament now.’ 


‘I suppose you’re right, like you were, about a lot of things. Goodnight, my friend.’ 
<><><> 


Ederis woke up during the night. His bed, his room — the whole manor house was shaking. The 
lamp beside his bed toppled over. This was it, he thought. He awkwardly shifted his long body 
out of bed, put on his dressing gown, and walked downstairs. Pictures were falling off the walls. 


Downstairs, the marble floor of the Great Hall was rolling like a gentle sea. He stepped onto it 
and it was soft under his foot. That’s strange, he pondered; then, with a surprise, he saw the 
massive columns on either side of him sink into the floor. He gasped and choked. A large hole 
appeared in the floor and grew larger — a gaping black sinking hole! The arches and toroids 
were being sucked into it. 


Ederis skirted around it and ran outside. Stepping backwards, he looked up at the Great Hall in 
disbelief. It was dropping into the earth. The tremors had stopped, but he heard a rumble and 
looked towards the hill. The slope was breaking apart and turning into an immense wave of 
mud rolling down into the garden. A minute later, the mud had swamped his garden as far as 
he could see. It spilled into the forest on his left and the trees, which had lost their grip on the 
soil softened by the earthquake, tipped over and sank under the sludge. 


He sat at the same spot all night, meditating, until it was daylight and he saw two black beetle- 
shaped cars roll up his driveway and park outside his wrecked mansion buried several metres 
in the mud. 


Ederis chuckled. They need two cars for me, he said to himself. 
Six officers stepped out in their black uniforms and round hats, swinging their batons and 


caressing them with their palms. One of them stepped forward. He was short but robust and 
had pointy ears that stuck out above the straps of his face mask. 


‘Good morning, Mr Ederis,’ the officer said cheerfully. ‘We’ve read a report that says you’ve 
got the virus.’ 


Ederis got up and approached him. A large smirk crossed his face. ‘Oh really! Can you tell me 
more?’ 


‘Get in the car.’ 
He stared down grimly at the short, sturdy officer. 


“You can make this easy and we’ll send you to the hospital for treatment,’ the officer explained, 
dropping his friendly pretence, ‘or you can be difficult, and we’ll take you in for a mental 
evaluation and send you to the lunatic asylum where you can spend the rest of your life in a 
straightjacket. The choice is yours.’ 


‘Okay!’ Ederis exclaimed with his hands outstretched and wiping the smirk off his face. ‘PI 
come.’ 


‘I thought you might.’ The officer stretched his face mask when he smiled and his pointy ears 
seemed to stick up higher. ‘We didn’t think you’d be the type to resist ... not when you were 
too scared to warn anyone about what was come. Get in the car....’ 


Ederis had a nervous twitch in his legs as he walked awkwardly to a car where an officer had 
already opened the door. 


‘Your home looks to be a bit lopsided.’ The officer with the pointy ears was looking up at the 
mansion. ‘Nevermind, we’ll turn it into a tourist destination for the new orphan population — 
the Leaning Mansion of Ederis!’ 


Ederis hesitated before stepping into the car, and, with a sunken heart, turned and stared 
disconsolately at the officer. 


‘We’ll say it had been owned by a property developer who murdered his family — that ought to 
sell a few more tickets.’ 


When Ederis got in, he heard the pointy-eared officer laugh. The others joined him and it was 
one giant chorus of wicked mirth — the Devil’s wicked din! — and he knew there would be no 
end to the mockery of the demons and the madness about to engulf the Earth. 


<><><> 


I opened my eyes and was back in the dark room, staring at the photo of The Leaning Mansion 
of Ederis. The woman beside me was gripping my arm. Recalling the files I had read back in 
Terracon One, I leaned forward and eagerly typed Emerson’s Essays on Lost History in the 
search bar. When his folder came up, I scrolled down the files until I saw one titled AFTER 
THE RESET, and began to read: 


<><><> 


LOCATION: LOS ANGELES, DATE: 5 MARCH, 2034 


These are the days of the Great Purge. I don’t have much time. Already houses at the end of 
my street are on fire. I can hear the screaming of those being massacred. Militants are walking 
past my house, shouting for the blood of white people. My hand is shaking as I write this essay. 
God give me the strength ... to let the people of the future know how this world had sunk into 
darkness. 


After The Great Reset, in the early 18" century, when the world was buried in mud, orphans 
were sent out across the world and occupied the lands of the old world. Grand exhibitions were 
set up in cities worldwide that showcased the remnants of the old empire and led the people to 
believe the old world had been created by them, and they lived in the web of lies with their 
made-up histories and cultures. People were conditioned under social welfare schemes to rely 
on their governments; so when the time came for a new reset, or the new culling of mankind, 
people would believe more lies from their governments and go to their deaths willingly. 


But, at the beginning on the 21* century, people were awakening to the Controllers’ devilish 
schemes. The Deep State had to act fast, so the new reset was unleashed. 


It took the form of a worldwide pandemic. The world had been spinning around the sinkhole 
for a few decades leading up to the new reset, and then, with the deadly virus announced, it 
was sucked down into darkness — a darkness filled with the evil and lies of this world. 


To contain the supposedly deadly virus, practically every country in the world — held in the 
iron claws of the Deep State — moved into lockdown. Small business and schools closed, people 
lost their jobs, families could not visit loved ones in hospital. Towns and streets were cordoned 
off so families were separated. Special passes were issued to enable people to go out and buy 
food. People were denied medical treatment because there were only enough hospital beds for 
those with the virus, according to health officials. Supermarkets were burnt down and crops 
destroyed so people had no food. Apartment buildings were cordoned off and staircases filled 
with barbed-wire. People were told via their media to rat on their neighbours for defying 
lockdown protocols. Corrupt police forces made up of criminal and psychopath militia would 
go to those houses, intimidate the residents and threaten arrest. 


Indefinite lockdowns were planned to crash the global economy, make food shortages, and 
increase depression and suicides, so the masses would beg their governments to rule them by 
tyranny. 


But was the virus that deadly? No virus or variant was ever isolated and PCR (polymerase chain 
reaction) virus testing was admitted by health authorities to be flawed. 


The Deep State had manufactured a lethal bioweapon to release it from China and blame the 
Chinese faction opposed to them. Chinese nationalists had been the scapegoats of the Deep 
State since the 1970s when they began their economic reforms to benefit the people. But the 
Alliance opposed to the Deep State infiltrated the lab in Wuhan, China and swapped the virus 
out for a less potent one — a variant of the common cold. So, to maintain the sham of a deadly 
virus, corrupt doctors, Deep State agents in government, fake scientists, and media skewed 
numbers. 


Tougher lockdown restrictions were imposed worldwide. Laws were regulated to enable police 
to seize any occupant of a household suspected of having the virus, or even for being in contact 
with someone who might have it. Human rights were extinguished. Psychopathic police would 
break down a door, then apologize for doing so, because it was for the greater good of 


containing the virus. Children got locked up in plastic containers and taken away in the name 
of the killer virus. Satanic governments would mock and degrade their own people, whom they 
called ‘cattle’, by defying their own lockdown protocols, deliberately get caught, and then 
apologize in the media half-heartedly. 


Desperate to get their basic human rights back, people trusted their governments more. And so 
the evil Cabal, through their minions in governments and media, had the desperate and duped 
masses in their paws. 


However, opposing forces were working in the background. The Alliance took over 
pharmaceutical companies and released placebo vaccines which thwarted lockdowns. The 
Deep State had to shelf their perpetual lockdown agenda and accelerate to their next plan: the 
continuous cycle of booster shots and mini lockdowns. 


How did this work? The Cabal introduced variants of the virus — which were really only 
variants of the common cold — so booster shots were needed and lockdowns could continue. 
Those who were vaccinated thought they had won their freedoms back, but then they needed 
booster shot after booster shot to regain those lost freedoms: one mask instead of two; twenty 
minutes of outdoor exercise instead of none; leaving the house to go shopping twice a week 
instead of once. 


This is how the Satanists played their game, keeping the masses in a continual state of fear and 
control. 


The Brotherhood of the Snake, to bluff people into thinking these variants were more deadly 
than what they really were, put traces of more harmful agents — or the real virus — in the 
vaccines. It was the same plan used to make people believe in the Spanish Flu in 1918 and the 
AIDS pandemic in the later 20" century. 


To coerce the population into taking their vaccine, the Deep State had infiltrated health 
departments. They changed the language in their publications to mirror far-leftist ideology. For 
instance, ‘health standard’ became ‘health equity’, ‘health strategy’ became ‘health diversity’, 
and ‘health prevention’ became ‘health liberation’. This fooled the masses into thinking health 
equaled liberal ideals — ideals where the far left had become the far right. Tyranny! This was 
the Devil’s scheme — inverting the truth. How brilliant! If you didn’t believe in the virus or the 
Deep State vaccine, then you didn’t believe in equality and freedom. Gas lighting at its finest! 
If you didn’t believe in those new terms then you didn’t believe in the well-being of your fellow 
human being — so you would be demonized, ostracized, or ... killed. 


What else was needed to coerce a gullible population into taking a vaccine that was legally 
deemed to be experimental, considering such vaccines in the past had killed or deformed 
hundreds of thousands, especially babies in Africa and Asia? First, they tried the soft approach 
by saying you could have free hot dogs, hamburgers, movie tickets, education, and rent. When 
that wasn’t enough, stricter measures were imposed by threatening to take non-vaccinated 
babies away from their parents, arresting anti-vaxxers, and putting them into Gulag-style re- 
education camps — first in China and then in Australia’s Northern Territory. Those who 
opposed the ‘New Normal’ agenda were called Nazis, fascists, racists, white supremacists 
(even if you weren’t white), extreme terrorists, or insurrectionists; so they were demonized. 


Consequently, booster shot followed booster shot. Like conditioned lab rats, the unsuspecting 
public had learnt to win its freedoms by taking the jab. 


Throughout the world, protests escalated ... but that was what the Deceivers wanted. They 
could use their agent provocateurs to cause violence and blame that on the protesters. That 
enabled them to introduce harsher measures and arrest whom they liked under suspicion of 
instigating violence. This was the Great Destroyers’ playbook, with the rules always tilted in 
their favour, that went back to previous revolutions and never changed. During the French 
Revolution, when King Louis XVI said he had a few thousand Swiss bodyguards who would 
fight by his side, the Satanic-Jacobins said that was perfect because the violence they wished 
to incite could be blamed on them. 


Now the same tactic was used against world-wide protests that opposed the World Revolution. 
In cities throughout the world, Antifa, Black Lives Matter, and other Marxist-Communist- 
Satanic sleeper cells were activated. They dressed up as the protesters to cause damage and 
violence, even murder. The media the next day would blame that on the real protesters. New 
laws were regulated which sent those protesters, and sometimes their families, to lengthy jail 
terms. 


Also, if a military faction in a particular nation was strong enough to oppose the New World 
Order, then the Brotherhood of Death would organize their own protests in response — some a 
hundred-thousand strong. These were called Colour Revolutions, named after the colour shirts 
that paid-off agitators and brainwashed protesters wore. They provoked the military until they 
were fired upon; then the media could condemn that military internationally. This gave the 
pretence for New World Order NATO troops, made up of mercenaries and psychopaths, to 
come in and end that military threat. In places like Serbia, Haiti and Libya, NATO troops 
brutalized the population with rape and violence, stole the children and sold them into sex 
slavery. After the Arab Spring 2011 revolution in Libya, when that country was controlled by 
NATO forces, it had the largest slave market in the world with up to one million people held 
in bondage. 


Children had always been the target. 


Media reported that the poor, suffering child was at the mercy of their evil anti-vax parents. 
Being a victim of the stance of their selfish parents, the child had to be taken away. Mothers 
were left screaming at the door while masked NATO-enforcer militants dressed up as police 
held them back with their truncheons, waiting for one wrong move from the father so they 
would have a reason to bash his skull in. The global, thug, stormtrooper police enjoyed taunting 
the mothers, laughing at them as they took their babies away, telling them how they would turn 
their child into an obedient sex slave. 


According to the bull-horn media narrative, non-vaccinated put others at risk, even the lives of 
vulnerable babies, so they couldn’t be deemed a worthy part of society. Also, they were 
resisting their governments and scientists who were saying that getting the vaccine was your 
greatest contribution to society. In this aspect, those non-vaccinated couldn’t be regarded as 
normal or even human. They would have to be ... eliminated. 


But, behind the scenes, the Alliance were making their counter moves. Working in tandem with 
military factions across the world that opposed the New World Order, they produced their own 
virus called Omicron — another variant of the common cold — which targeted millions of 
vaccinated around the world, therefore rendering vaccines ineffective. Moreover, the Russian 
military as part of the Alliance invaded Ukraine, a country subservient to the Deep State, and 
took over bio-weapon factories there that were producing another killer virus. As a last resort, 


the Deep State had to use existing viral diseases like the obscure monkeypox and blow up their 
effectiveness in the media to maintain their sham. 


Further, the Alliance had fast-tracked a catch-all vaccine that would destroy all viruses and 
their variants forever. However, before it could be launched, the Deep State infiltrated the 
Alliance, eliminated its leaders, and ended resistance. With pharmaceutical companies back 
under their control, they were free to administer their next shock treatment: an even more lethal 
vaccine. 


A new global pandemic was announced so the new jab could be administered. Then, in the 
months ahead, a strange thing began to occur for thousands of vaccinated throughout the world. 
A listlessness overcame them that sapped their energy. Rashes appeared on their skin. Their 
bodies started shaking and they lost control of their limbs. They heard voices in their heads and 
frothed at the mouth. Their eyes spun with a crazed fury as they grunted and screamed like 
wild animals: ‘Kill the anti-vaxxers!’ 


They woke during the night with their eyes wide open, staring up at the ceiling, a foul odour 
entering their nostrils, a rage building in them and mad thoughts running through their minds. 
There was someone in their own household — a family member — who hadn’t taken the jab. 
How could that be! To rectify the situation, those awful images in their minds would have to 
come true. So, they crept out of bed, grabbed a kitchen knife, and butchered their family 
members in their sleep. 


Overcome by a mind-numbing sickness, they left their homes and staggered lethargically down 
the street, their limbs moving on their own volition, their necks tilted awkwardly and eyes 
rolling into the back of their heads, searching for the anti-vaxxers. When they saw them, 
darkness and animal cunning formed in their eyes and they snarled and spit froth. They singled 
out a non-vaccinated person and chased him or her, swiftly like a wild predator, sometimes on 
all fours and howling like a wolf. They swirled their necks and made grotesque, high-pitched, 
devilish sounds. Closing in on their prey, they were empowered with super human strength and 
pounced on them, knocking them over, ripping them apart with their bare hands, and devouring 
the flesh and blood. 


What had been in the latest booster shots? It was found that some agents had the brain- 
degenerative ‘Kuru’ drug, others a super-soldier serum, while others had Nano particles that 
altered thought patterns and DNA. 


In cities throughout the world, the vaccinated formed into packs and moved through 
neighbourhoods, cried out like ghouls, went from one house to the next, broke down doors, and 
searched for the next anti-vaxxer to slay. They dumped the bodies on the streets, danced on 
their pulverized remains, splattered their bodies with blood, sang grisly songs and chanted the 
words of the Devil. 


In this way, demented gangs took over the streets: leaping from the hood of one car to another, 
howling from rooftops, thrashing houses and burning them down, having orgies in the streets 
as blood from their victims flowed into the gutters. Prophets had warned that the end of man 
would be far worse than any previous war, that the gates of hell would open, that the mayhem 
and fury to come would be indescribable. Just knowing what was to come would be enough to 
drive many insane — let alone those living through those hellish times. But those days had 
arrived, the world was delivered to Satan on a plate, and the people upon it suffered and died. 


At night, when the streets were quiet and empty, black sedans cruised silently through 
neighbourhoods. Passengers behind the blacked-out windows observed the after-effects of the 
bloodlust and rage and reported back to their Masters who watched all and recording all ... and 
the Devil was pleased. 


<><><> 


The immigrants came, through the open borders of Western societies, first hundreds, the 
politicians said, and the people agreed. Then thousands and the people said all right. But the 
floodgates had opened. Thousands turned into hundreds of thousands, then into millions. Wars 
were started in countries like Libya and Syria so citizens were made homeless and sent in 
droves to developed countries, where the Great Deceivers had their paid-off agent provocateurs 
waiting at the borders and holding up ‘We love immigrants’ and ‘Freedom for immigrants’ 
placards. TV cameras were focused on them so people watching the immigrants arrive on 
prime-time news were tricked into accepting them into their countries. Conversely, if you 
opposed the immigrants then you were deemed racist or xenophobic and were ostracized or 
even imprisoned. 


To the Western world, the immigrants came, led first by men of military age who ran off ships 
and onto shore where they took over the nearest houses and threw families out onto the street, 
and there was nothing those families could do. The police had orders to appease and protect 
the immigrants, otherwise they would be castigated as racist or xenophobic, shunned by their 
peers, and lose their jobs. 


Still they came ... in the millions ... a lot of good people but among them blood-thirsty 
murderers who would terrorize and break down society. As they flooded Western countries, all 
civil rights, laws, and liberties favored them. 


Infrastructure and facilities became overloaded. Instead of immediate service at a hospital, a 
local resident would have to wait three days to be treated, and maybe longer if more immigrants 
arrived. The minorities had to be treated first because the Great Deceivers — as they had done 
for centuries starting with the French Revolution in 1789 — hid behind them and played them 
as the victim, so the Brotherhood of Death could unleash their wicked plans on the majority. 
The blood-thirsty among the immigrants could rape and murder at will as the police watched 
and didn’t intervene. And then the children came — thousands of parentless children who were 
picked up at the borders by paedophile networks and never seen again unless in a snuff movie 
or torture dungeon. 


Residents who had to give up their homes now lived under bridges or in tents that lined the 
streets of Western cities, and begged every day or sold their children for sex to survive. But 
governments — who spent trillions of dollars on wars, could track down a tax-evader in a jungle 
or desert, or shut down every business to eradicate a non-identifiable virus — said homelessness 
was a problem that could never be cured. First World nations became cesspools of poverty and 
rampant crime; white populations (which represented the middle and upper classes) were out- 
bred by poorer immigrants (many of them programmed with far-leftist Marxist ideology); and 
national identities were dissolved, which was the Master Plan. 


<><><> 


Prison gates were opened, and the prisoners came, taking over the streets. But only the worst 
criminals — the psychopaths, murderers, and child rapists — those who could traumatize the 


population. According to corrupt politicians, a dreaded virus had swept across the planet, so 
even the worst prisoners susceptible to the virus had to be released to protect them. 


It was a scheme as old the first revolution — or first attempt at world conquest — the 1789 French 
Revolution. Mob rule! The worst of the wretched were released from jails, armed with axes 
and clubs to murder tens of thousands of civilians. The Edal River in Nantes flowed with the 
blood of 4,000 women and children in one day in 1793. Mob rule! A tactic reborn in each 
subsequent revolution, a tactic unleashed by the Destroyers of Mankind for their final assault 
on the world, the World Revolution, which came in the early 21“ century. Except for one 
difference — this time the perpetrators would be armed with modern weapons. Mob rule would 
be the crowning glory of the Cabal’s devilish scheme. 


The Great Deceivers, in charge of the media, changed language in the press related to prisoners. 
Before violent criminals were released onto an unsuspecting public, the new language 
showcased them in a better light. ‘Prisoner’ became ‘detainee’ — they must be so gentle! Or 
they became ‘the incarcerated’ — how unfortunate for them! So, with violent felons being 
released, the public was blindsided into thinking society was still safe. Changing language 
changes the way people think, which changes the way they act — until they act the way of the 
Devil and kill those who oppose him. 


Preceding the Great Purge were the Colour Revolutions in America in the early 2020s. Tens of 
thousands of felons and child predators were released from jail to participate in riots across the 
country. With the backing of local governors, they set up autonomous zones or protest camps 
within cities, which harked back to the first revolution in 1789 when far-leftists set up the 
‘Colony’ in the centre of Paris. During the Russian Revolution in 1917, autonomous zones 
were set up in every major town and city throughout that country, with their own rules or lack 
of them, so those inside could live out their demonic, child-raping fantasies, free from the 
constraints of regular ‘barbaric’ or ‘wretched’ society. 


Around the world, in countries where the Great Deceivers had embedded their iron claws, 
prisons and mental asylums were opened and the new terror — the Great Purge — was unleashed. 
Psychopaths were free to stalk streets and slaughter innocents. But whereas that first revolution 
had failed — although France had been brutalized by the international Satanists — the final 
revolution would not. The one, true, and ultimate World Revolution would succeed with their 
timely go-to point-of-difference — mob rule. 


<><><> 


Since the 1960s, intelligence agencies had unleashed the Phoenix Programme upon the peoples 
of the world, first upon villages in the Vietnam War, then in Europe with Operation Gladio, 
then in Central and South America with the takeover of governments, and in the United States 
with false-flag, Satanic-inspired serial killings and mass shootings — all this worldwide terror 
perpetrated by brain-washed assassins or spy-agency death squads. 


What was the aim of the Phoenix Programme? Is was trauma-based mind control of a sex slave 
victim brought to a worldwide level. Under constant fear perpetrated by the media, millions 
were traumatized and reduced to a numbed state, and then programmed by media, education, 
and entertainment to give up their rights to governments who were White Knights in Shining 
Armour coming to their rescue. But, unknown to the people, these governments also acted at 
the whim of the Devil and demonic spy agencies. 


The most important of those rights was to surrender your firearms. Give up your weapons so 
there would be no more mass shooting and terror, the media and corrupt politicians screamed; 
and one by one nations gave up their right to be protected. And one by one, those nations fell 
under tyranny. 


With their weapons confiscated, the citizens of Western nations — the last bulwark of mankind’s 
defense — would be vulnerable when the Great Purge came. But there was one last country to 
surrender its rights: America. She held on to her guns because its people knew it was their basic 
right given to them by their forefathers, the final red line in the sand against tyranny. Their 
forefathers knew the time would come when the Great Destroyers — after their failed takeover 
of America and revolution in France, both in the late 1700s — would build up their power base 
again and attempt to take over the world. The only thing holding them back would be an armed 
population. 


I must stop writing now. There is banging on my front door. A rifle shot has shattered my 
window. There is yelling outside my house. My own family members are among the vicious 
horde. I’m afraid it’s over now. This will be my final entry. God bless every one of you who 
read these essays in the future and know the truth. Truth will win. I have a pistol sitting on my 
living room table. I must end it now. God, please let the people of the future know what 
happened: how unadulterated, Satanic evil had been unleashed upon the world because people 
were blind to the truth — Signing off, Emerson. 


<><><> 


I closed the file and returned to the main data base. Scrolling down the files, I saw one that 
read THE GREAT PURGE. When I open it, photos of armed thugs came up — thousands of 
militants controlling the streets. One photo was marked SEATTLE, 2034. 


I clicked on it. The white light flashed in front of me again and knocked me back in my chair. 
The light turned to darkness and I was falling down a tunnel. When the darkness cleared, I was 
hovering over a city, back in another time and place, at an event that not only destroyed the last 
remnants of mankind but ripped out her soul — the Great Purge. 


<><><> 
Downtown Seattle, America 


Dressed in black uniforms and face masks to hide their identities, Antifa thugs waved black 
and red flags with the clenched fist. It was the same Anti-Fascist League set up by Lenin and 
Trotsky in 1917 to stir the Bolshevik Satanists to revolution in Russia, where millions would 
starve to death and tens of millions more would be butchered. Now, more than a century later, 
there was more killing to do. 


Antifa was joined by Black Lives Matter brutes who hated all life and, by hiding behind a social 
class like black people, they could unleash their demented fury upon all groups of society 
including blacks whom they pretended to support. On this day, in cities throughout the Western 
world, gangs like these were joined by militant-aged immigrants and the released convicts and 
psychopaths — millions strong! It was time for the Great Purge ... the ultimate destruction of 
Western society. 


But one group stood apart from the rest. 


Silent and watching, in casual attire to blend in with the crowd, they were the end result of the 
Cabal’s special project, decades in the making: ten thousand traumatized victims — brutalized, 
raped, and tortured every day for ten to twenty years. Even before they were born, they were 
tortured with needles poking them in the womb. Their minds had been reduced to a blank slate 
and then rebuilt in the perfect image of the Deep State — the perfect killing machine. Their 
minds had been fractured into multiple personalities, and each personality used all the power 
of the mind to hide the abuse dealt to them. It was a power unseen in the history of the world. 
Nothing could stop them. Just one of them could annihilate a team of twenty highly trained, 
special-force operatives. Killing twenty people in one effort was easier than being reminded of 
the years of torture and abuse. They were the super soldiers, the ultimate doomsday weapon 
for the End Times. Positioned in every city and town of the Western world on this fateful day, 
they were poised to strike. 


In downtown Seattle, as in every town throughout the Western world, the gangs emerged from 
their autonomous zones. There were gangs of a particular colour: green who represented 
Climate Change and had their hair dyed green; blue who represented the health workers at the 
front lines against the latest virus; red and black such as Antifa who represented the Bolsheviks; 
and the multi-coloured gangs of the non-gender types: gays and transvestites who painted their 
naked bodies in every colour, even their fingernails. 


Each gang had their unique dance routine. They liked to dance before battle to flabbergast the 
enemy and take them by surprise because that was the way of the Devil. On the streets of 
Seattle, the fast-paced techno music blared and mind-numbing, electronic beats blasted out to 
lower one’s frequency into a primitive, savage state; enabling gangs to psych themselves up 
for the coming battle. 


‘This is the day we have been waiting for!’ The half-male, half-female, androgynous voice 
squealed from the stage in front of the 50,000-strong crowd. He was dressed in black and had 
long dark oily hair hanging down one side of his head with the other side shaven. As the crowd 
roared, he raised his fist and held up an AK-45 with his other hand. ‘For centuries, we have 
slowly bided our time for this moment, and you have been chosen to lead it. Chosen by Satan! 
It’s time for ... the Summer of Love!’ 


The cheer rose from the crowd. They stamped their feet and shouted their war cries and death 
chants. 


‘Now the privileged white supremacists will know what progressiveness is all about. Today we 
will end this business for all time. Their old style will be overwhelmed and destroyed’ — the 
leader fired his AK-45 into the air — ‘for their safety and protection!’ 


The crowd broke into a rapturous laughter that filled the streets of the inner city. A giant 
rainbow-coloured banner with ‘Summer of Love’ on it popped up above the crowd. Some 
unloaded their automatics and the rattle of bullets spurred the crowd on. Among them, silent 
and still, the ten thousand super soldiers were poised, noting every detail, observing other 
gangs, waiting for the trigger words in their earpieces that would set off their programming, 
and they would unleash havoc on the city, on the world. 


‘We have taken over inner cities,’ the man on the stage cried, ‘destroyed all businesses and 
livelihoods, and turned the blocks into safe-haven autonomous zones. Now it’s time to move 
out into the suburbs and spread more love!’ 


The crowd broke into another ecstatic cheer. Behind them, monitoring the situation, were 
passengers in two dozen black sedans — the spy agencies of the Devil’s armies, the puppet 
masters of that day’s proceedings. 


‘The white privileged are impure and evil. Don’t let them escape! We’ve demonized them, 
called them deplorables and cockroaches. Who would want to be associated with an enemy 
with names such as those? History will be on our side. In 1789, we named them the French 
aristocrats, in Russia the bourgeoisie, in China the revisionists, in Cambodia the educated — 
now, throughout the world it is the white supremacists. Take them down!’ 


The crowd rose to a fever-pitch and more gunshots rang out. 


“We’ve ripped down the statues and changed street names,’ the leader yelled, ‘now we’re ready 
to make the last move. Checkmate! Go forth, tigers, and devour your prey!’ 


<><><> 


Around the world, in all Western nations, gangs moved out at nine o’clock in the morning in 
their respective time zones. It was enough time for the unsuspecting victims to think they were 
having a normal day: doing chores, sneaking out of the house during lockdown to do the garden, 
mend a fence or play with the kids outside; thinking the day was regular — until hell rained 
down. 


A trickle of masked Antifa extremists moved into the suburban Seattle street with firearms, 
clubs, and machetes, waving their flags with the clenched fist, while chanting: ‘Death to white 
people!’ More of them came in behind and, as their numbers swelled, they moved in a wave. 
They broke into each house and dragged the occupants out, where armed thugs beat them up 
on the street. Families were shot standing against the walls of their houses or butchered to death 
in their gardens. 


But many families had firearms and fired back. The Antifa thugs retreated, but soon more gangs 
reinforced them. Armed with portable-shoulder rocket launchers, they fired missiles into homes 
and blew them apart. 


Matt Cougar was a normal man with a normal job and a normal family. Inside his house, in the 
dim light of his hallway, he cuddled his wife and child, maybe for the last time, he thought. He 
was middle-aged, overweight, and his fleshy face kept freckles from childhood. His stout body 
trembled and his short blond hair had turned dark with sweat. He heard the death chants outside 
his house; then the gunfire, screams, and explosions. His whole life he had read about war and 
seen it on TV, and now war had literally come to his front door. Hearing the pounding on his 
door, his heart froze. He tilted his head back as the sobering cry was trapped in his throat. The 
enemy were here. He stopping breathing for a moment and his fleshy cheeks turned dark red. 


The hideous voice came: ‘Come out, ya dogs! Now you will pay for your white privilege!’ 


The wife and daughter burst into tears. Their bodies were frozen in his arms. Cougar knew he 
had only seconds to act. 


He was no special man, and that’s the way he liked it. Like the masses, he believed the media 
lies that divided his community into social classes, hating on each other. He never thought of 
himself as a Republican or Democrat, or left wing or right wing, but one thing he had done was 


keep a rifle, because that was the tradition of his forefathers. He loved America and by owning 
a firearm he thought he was doing his bit to protect his country. Now he knew why. 


He got up, calmly walked to the cupboard in the hallway, opened it and withdrew the Bergara 
B-14. His wife and daughter were screaming and crying in one ear and his other ear was taking 
in the pounding on his door. With shaking hands, he checked that the firearm was loaded. 


He moved to the window and drew the curtain back an inch. A small pocket of environmental 
extremists had converged outside: dressed in green with their lime-coloured curly clown wigs 
and faces painted green. One of them was cutting up a body on the street with a carving knife. 
Moving up behind them was the multi-coloured Pride army. They wore radical clothes from 
pink stockings that reached their groins to clown costumes with sections cut out to expose their 
genitals. Some held giant penises with nails in them to be used as spiked clubs. The 
environmentalist banging on Matt’s door started to kick it in. 


Matt’s wife and daughter were screaming hysterically. He rushed back to them. As he placed 
his hand on his wife’s shoulder, he heard the lock on the front door crack. The shouting outside 
intensified. He gripped his rifle with his other hand. ‘For God and country,’ he whispered and 
closed his eyes. “Let me protect my family. God give me strength.’ 


His front door bust open and the lime green curly-haired extremist stood in the hall with a full- 
faced mocking grin and holding up a machete already stained with blood. For a brief moment, 
Matt Cougar was mesmerized by other environmentalists he spotted dancing in the street. Then 
he re-focused on the extremist in the hall, aimed, and shot him in the head. The curly green wig 
flew off as the body was hurled backwards. 


Matt moved to the front door and saw the small pocket of extremists running off down the 
street. As more gunfire rang out from households, other gangs retreated. Matt lowered his head 
and caught his breath. The dead body lay on his doorstep, the mocking grin plastered on the 
face. The eyes were wide open with blood trickling from the mouth. 


When Matt looked up, a new tremor raced through his body. Another army had entered the 
street and was advancing. They looked like normal people, Matt thought, rubbing his double 
chin — but that in itself was strange. Dressed in civvies, a lot of them were unarmed. They were 
robotic in their movements and smirking with high confidence. 


As they got closer, he saw their unblinking, steely eyes. A bullet smack into one of them. The 
man paused briefly before moving on, as if the bullet had no effect. Another one almost got his 
arm torn off by a bullet, but he continued walking with his shattered arm hanging from loose 
skin and the blood pumping out. The man’s facial expression never changed: the eyes were 
resolute and face remarkably calm and focused. Matt grimaced. What were these things? What 
Devil’s spawn had been released upon the world, now outside his house? 


He watched one of them race towards a front door a few houses down and kick it in. There was 
screaming from inside the house as the man entered. Seconds later, he came back out holding 
a severed head in each hand. 


Matt’s body was shaking so much it was difficult for him to move or think. This is it, he told 
himself, my final showdown, the last moments of my life. An ant against Goliath. He moved 
back inside, knelt and hugged his family. Tears were pouring down his fleshy cheeks. His wife 
and daughter gripped him tight. Hearing the new army trudge past his house, he looked over 


his shoulder. One of them stopped on the street, turned, and stared at him through the open 
doorway. There was a smirk on the man’s face, and the eyes narrowed until they were glaring. 


Matt choked, his cheeks swollen and flushed. Those eyes were black and seemed to burn 
straight through him. God, give me strength, he thought. The man moved towards his house at 
a steady pace and then broke into a charge. Matt stood up, gulped for breath, and raised his 
rifle. When the man stood in the doorway, Matt fired and blew a hole in his chest. The man 
stopped momentarily, looked at the blood seeping out of his shirt, then raised his head and 
grinned. As the super soldier charged, Matt fired again. The bullet blew the top of his shoulder 
off and spun him around. Another bullet tore into his stomach. Undeterred, the super soldier 
opened his mouth and let loose a scream from the pits of hell. Then he was upon Matt and 
ripped the rifle from his hands. 


Matt looked into those cold, black eyes of death. The man grabbed his throat, lifted him off the 
floor, and crushed his neck with a squeeze of his hand. He threw Matt’s lifeless body on the 
floor. Seeing the woman and child crawl away and sob with fear, the super soldier growled like 
a cat, and then pounced upon his prey. 


On the street, the back sedans purred softly as they moved slowly past Matt Cougar’s house. 
The passengers were using iPhones to send trigger words to the super soldiers through their 
earpieces, observing all and recording all. And they liked what they saw. 


<><><> 


The flashing light came again and my mind was filled with a searing heat, but the pain was 
only brief. When I opened my eyes, I was back in the dark room with the woman sitting next 
to me, clutching my arm. I could hear her steady breathing. 


I typed in After the Great Purge and saw a file titled PARTICLE BEAM WEAPONS. When I 
opened that, there were more files. I clicked on a video named NORTHERN CALIFORNIA, 
5 MAY, 2041, sat back and watched. 


<><><> 


The death ray opened and fire poured down. It was as if a portal to hell had opened and the fire 
coming out would consume everything in its path. It swept along the treetops and wrapped each 
tree in fire until they burst into sparks and burning timber. Entire forests and hillsides lit up in 
a reddish-orange glow. Pools of lava ran down the slopes and engulfed the houses below. 


The fire danced in a fury of death, the flames spinning around at hundreds of miles an hour. A 
fire tornado had been created. It moved along the countryside and devoured animals, houses, 
people, and cars — everything in its swirling flames. 


Another death ray shot out of the sky, then another, as they targeted the towns. They spat out 
lasers that burnt holes in cars big enough to climb through, and singled out each house and 
obliterated it until only its foundation remained. But often trees next to houses were left 
unscathed because they hadn’t been struck. A death ray hit a packed school bus. It burst into 
fire, leaving the charred remains of the children propped up in their seats. 


Surrounded by an orange haze, a car drove frantically along the winding highway, with burning 
forest on one side and lava pouring down the hillside on the other. Heat had built up inside the 
trees and they were exploding and showering the car in pieces of burning timber. No matter 


how fast the car drove, it was going further into hell. As it sped along, the raging fire behind it 
was gaining momentum and eating up more of the highway while pockets of fire in front of the 
car were slowing it down. Then a beam shot down from the sky and the tarmac in front of the 
car exploded. The car stopped, surrounded by twisting flames; the flames growing more intense 
and moving in. The car door opened and the figure tumbled out. Then the flames were upon 
the car. The figure lying on the road flashed in a bright red glow before it was swallowed by 
the murky orange light. 


<><><> 
The video stopped. 


I went back to the previous folder and saw a video titled FLASH FLOODS, GERMANY; 
DATE: 2 FEBRUARY, 2047. The women next to me tightened her grip on my arm as she 
watched intently. 


On the screen, lightning flashed and thunder roared. The scene was being filmed from a 
helicopter. People were struggling in the water, desperate to keep their face masks on, more 
scared of the virus than of drowning. Survivors on a raft dragged a man from the water onto it. 
His face mask had come off. When he saw that the others on the raft were masked, he screamed 
out in shame, jumped back into the water, and drowned. 


The countryside was flooded and entire towns were submerged. Survivors were clinging to 
rooftops, surrounded by an ocean with floating corpses and bloated carcasses of animals 
drifting by. The survivors were crying out for deliverance. 


Then the helicopters came, with snipers crouched by the open doors. They swept down and 
circled the survivors on the rooftops, who raised their arms to celebrate their expected rescue. 
The snipers waved back with grins plastered on their faces. When the choppers flew closer, the 
snipers aimed and fired, taking out the survivors one by one. 


When the video ended, I typed in Weather Modification Weapons, scanned the files and opened 
an audio one. I put on the earphones and pressed ‘play’: 


<><><> 
SUMMERVILLE’S FILE; LOCATION: BOSTON; DATE: 1 JANUARY, 2049 


This is the worst of days. I was arrested two weeks ago with a dozen others who were rounded 
up on the street by Realm soldiers and tested for the virus, all with positive results. We had to 
crawl along the road to the prison on all fours like dogs as they beat us with their truncheons. 
Each day one of us is taken out of the cell and shot by firing squad in the yard outside. There 
are only three of us left. It could be me next. I knew one of the guards from childhood. He said 
the guards would share the same fate as us after we were killed. He wanted me to forgive him, 
so I asked for a tape recorder and he smuggled one into my cell this morning. This is my 
statement on the last days of the human race: 


Before the Great Purge, the Alliance against the Deep State had seized weather modification 
weapons and used them to flood Deep State underground bases and tunnels throughout the 
world and also destroy them with earthquakes. But after the Satanists defeated the Alliance, 
they took back control of their deadly arsenal — particle-beam and weather modification 
weapons — and turned them against mankind. Secure in their last-remaining underground 


stronghold, in the North American East Coast, the Deep State unleashed the next phase of their 
evil agenda. 


Storms gathered over the world. The rains came, pouring into cities and flooding them. Rivers 
overflowed until floods swept through the streets, smashed down houses and carried the 
occupants away. Hillsides collapsed and the mud spilled down, crushing houses and burying 
the inhabitants. Mud mixed with overflowing rivers that became a deluge and swamped the 
lands of the world. 


Millions were evacuated from cities and left to fend for themselves in the ruined countryside, 
where farms and infrastructure had been destroyed, where the rains continued and more floods 
came. The distraught people, conditioned to rely on their governments, wondered why no help 
had come. If they didn’t drown or the mud didn’t bury them, they died of starvation or exposure. 


Because of the virus, their most important possession was the face mask. If people didn’t wear 
one, then they were slaughtered to benefit the herd who had to rely on scant resources. If a 
parents’ child didn’t wear a face mask, then that child would be taken from the parents and 
killed — to better the herd. People weren’t allowed to make their own face mask because it 
wasn’t medically approved and that would be cheating the system, so those who did would 
inevitably have to kill themselves before the herd decided their fate, and there was only one 
fate that would be — for bettering the herd. 


Finally, the rains stopped. 


The waters withdrew and cleared. Across the world, all that remained was rubble and muddy 
plains where towns had once been, and corpses that littered the landscape which bloated in the 
heat. In every country, survivors emerged, stalking for food and water. Gangs formed, fighting 
each other for necessities. People had been socially engineered by their politicians and media 
to put themselves into different boxes — such as white and black, those vaccinated and 
unvaccinated, those of a different religion or gender type — so in a desperate situation like now 
they would fight each other to the death. Gangs grew and factions formed — each one with its 
own laws and ethics — and there was widespread war throughout the desolated lands of the 
world. 


The Destroyers of Mankind — the Satanic Deceivers — were in their last underground bases that 
remained in the East Coast, watching, waiting for the factions to deplete their manpower, 
betting on which side would emerge victorious in a particular battle or campaign, so they could 
rise out of the ground and enslave the last inhabitants, breed children to replenish their appetite 
for infant blood and flesh, so the Earth would be given up to the Devil, and the fallen angels 
could live for eternity and wallow in their cesspool of Satanic ideals. 


I must stop now. The guards are unlocking the door. The two other prisoners are shaking 
uncontrollably. Which one of us will it be? Sunlight is shining through the bars of the cell and 
it is burning hot outside, where the lands are decimated. There are no trees or plants left, not 
even a single flower. If you are listening to this, God bless you, and know that our only regret 
is that we didn’t fight to the death. 


<><><> 


The tape recorder stopped. 


The banging on the door startled me. Someone was trying to break down the door. I switched 
the computer off and got down under the desk with the woman. With one eye open, I aimed 
the rifle at the door; the butt pressed against my shoulder and the stock against my cheek. I 
heard voices. It was the Realm soldiers. 


Then the door was knocked off its hinges. 


The woman next to me tightened her grip on my shirt. Rubbing the trigger, I felt her trembling 
hands. I put pressure on the trigger. My jaw was shuddering and sweat was sticky on my face. 
The Realm soldier stood in the doorframe, pointing his rifle muzzle around the room. The 
torchlight on the end of it was shining on the computers. ‘Come on out!’ he shouted. 


The woman’s fingernails scrapped my arm. I grated my teeth, looking through the rifle sight. 
As the ray of light came my way, I lowered the rifle and ducked out of sight. Leaning against 
a desk leg, I pressed the rifle against my chest and looked at the young woman. She was peering 
at me through her long matted hair. Her thin face had wrinkled up and her parted lips were 
trembling. Couldn’t the darkness swallow us up? I thought. At least end her misery. 


I peeked out from behind the desk. The Realm soldier had entered the room and was moving 
down an aisle between the computers. Another soldier followed him, both searching with their 
torchlights. A third soldier entered the room and walked past my desk. The woman pressed her 
body against me and I felt her shallow breath on my face. I edged her away so I had enough 
space to work the rifle. 


‘Look under the desks,’ the first soldier said. 


The third troop who had walked past our desk backtracked. It would only be a few seconds 
before he shined his light on us. I took a deep breath. I had to make my move. Take that leap, 
I thought, and fall over the ledge. Drop to your death or fly? What will it be? 


I lifted the rifle and aimed. The torchlight was moving towards me and, just before it was about 
to shine on my face, I pulled the trigger. The blast threw the trooper backwards. He lay on the 
floor with blood pumping from a large wound in his neck. I grabbed the woman, moved out 
from under the desk, and got under another one. The other two soldiers were shouting as their 
torchlights converged and lit up the desk I had been under. I rose, took aim at the first soldier 
who had entered the room, and shot him dead, then swiftly turned and took out the other one. 


A bullet ripped past me and I got down. A fourth trooper was blocking the doorway. I aimed 
and blew a hole in his chest. I rushed to the doorway, the woman following me. As I stepped 
past the body, I noticed he was breathing awkwardly with puckered lips sucking in the blood- 
splattered fabric of his face mask. I shot him in the head to end his suffering. 


We ran up the steps and heard the boots of a trooper coming down. I crouched low and aimed. 
When the trooper entered my sight, I pulled the trigger. He fell down the stairs and tumbled 
past us. I got up and ran, the woman behind me. 


When we returned to the church, I dropped to my knees next to the alter and caught my breath. 
Hearing the helicopter, I looked up and saw it fly overhead in a gap in the roof. Then bullets 
smacked into the altar. Two more Realm soldiers had entered the church. I spotted a large hole 
in the wall with the sunlight pouring through. We crawled behind piles of debris and got out 
through the hole. 


Standing in sunlight, in a clearing in the rubble, I looked up and gasped. The helicopter was 
hovering above us with the chain gun sticking out and swivelling towards us. 


The young woman tugged my arm. I looked at her. She had that stony glare in the eyes with 
the skin stretched tight on her face. That sorrow and pain in her eyes, forever, I thought. She 
knew we would die, but somehow had accepted that. Would death end her suffering? Would it 
release her from her pain and misery? Was it a good thing for her to die? Maybe it was. I 
squeezed her hand, knowing as well that it was the end. She dropped her head, looked away 
from me, and shuddered, surrendering to death. 


I glanced up. The helicopter hovered in mid-air before it exploded into a blinding ball of fire. 
The hull burst apart and burning debris plummeted to the earth. 


The woman raised her head and gasped. I heard gunfire. Realm troops were scampering for 
cover behind debris and the flaming wreckage of the helicopter. They were yelling in panic; 
some got shot and fell. I gripped the woman’s hand tighter. We ran past the rubble and into 
another clearing where the second Viper chopper was hovering a foot above the ground and 
Realm troops were running towards it. Then a rocket hit the chopper and it disappeared in a 
swirling ball of flame. When the smoke cleared, I saw Realm troopers lying dead amidst 
pockets of fire. Rifle fire cut down the few troops that remained. 


I stood frozen, holding the woman’s trembling hand, staring in astonishment around me as an 
eerie silence and stillness fell over the ruins. 


Chapter Sixteen 


I put my rifle across my eyes to shield them from the predatory sun. The smoke of battle 
obscured my vision. My lips were parched and cracked and I was desperate for water. The 
woman had taken my other hand. Her skin felt old and withered and there was a coldness in 
the sweat. I heard voices — people shouting orders — and the crackle of gunfire. The mangled 
corpse of a Realm trooper lay in front of us. The heat from the flaming helicopter wreckage 
was blowing into my face. I turned and looked at the woman. She was taking in quick breaths 
and her blank eyes were staring ahead like she had an awful vision in her mind she could never 
get rid of. Then she fell to the dust, dropped her head, and wrapped her arms around my legs. 
Broken child, I thought. Your misery is not a thing of the living. Please lie in death — where 
you ought to be. 


‘Drop your weapons!’ 


I put my rifle down and raised my hands, then saw a man wearing a skull mask emerge through 
the smoke. The figure became clearer. He was tall and dressed in worn, ragged, desert- 
camouflaged attire. Pointing his rifle at me, he stepped closer and his shadow was at my feet. 


There were holes in his mask where I saw his eyes. They were fierce and glistening with 
malicious intent, and he was snarling through the lower gap beneath the eyes. 


He whistled and five men emerged from behind the debris and surrounded us. They were 
without masks and held automatics, with daggers tied to their waists. Their clothes were rags, 
but their skin was smooth and their hair was well cut, shiny, and clean. One of them was 
grinning; I could see he had good teeth. 


“You’re dressed in Realm clothes.’ It sounded more like a question. His voice was slow and 
calm but had enough force and authority to convey that he wanted to pull the trigger, that 
pulling the trigger was the only thing he wanted to do. 


“You got to do what you do to survive in this world, don’t you?’ I reasoned. ‘Blend in with the 
crowd. Maybe you got other clothes for me?’ 


‘All clear!’ the man with the skull mask shouted, and a few more of them emerged from the 
rubble. One of them was poking bodies with his rifle barrel to see if anyone was alive. The man 
in the skull mask signalled the others to lower their weapons. I breathed easier. ‘You can put 
your hands down,’ he said in a quieter tone. He hadn’t taken his fierce eyes off me and his rifle 
was still pointed at me. When his gaze shifted to the frail woman on the ground hugging my 
legs, his stern eyes turned compassionate. ‘Who’s that?’ 


‘I don’t know.’ I shrugged my shoulders and glanced down. ‘I don’t really know her.’ 
‘She looks bad. Did she get hit?’ 

‘No. That’s just the way she is.’ 

He paused, staring at her; then he raised his eyes and looked at me. ‘How are you feeling?’ 
‘Tm alive.’ 

“Why did you come here?’ 

‘I wanted to find the truth about this world.’ 

‘What did you find?’ 

I hesitated. ‘This world is full of lies.’ 


The man in the skull mask laughed; but his rifle, still pointed at me, hadn’t moved. ‘It’s all 
lies,’ he said. ‘Where did you get your information from?’ 


‘Under the church.’ 
‘The tunnels?’ 
‘No — just a room, underground.’ 


He lowered his rifle and looked out across the desert. ‘It’s all tunnels,’ he said. The authority 
had gone from his voice and was replaced by a touch of mystery. “All across the desert. Tunnels 
in every direction. They run for miles. It’s a whole new world ... underground.’ 


There was a tremor in my body. I knew about the tunnels, but, whenever you heard about them, 
the vastness of the network was still difficult to comprehend. 


‘That’s where they’re hiding,’ he said, ‘the Destroyers — the people who brought down the 
world. They live underground. Waiting for the world to die....’ 


‘So they can deliver it to Satan.’ 


He turned to me and stood like a tall statue, the broad shoulders firm and the head held high, 
as if he could withstand any adversity and took pleasure in doing so. 


‘Who are you?’ I asked. 

Light had crept into his eyes as he looked straight at me. ‘The Blue Rose bloodline.’ 
‘White Hat?’ I raised my eyebrows. 

He nodded. 


‘Figured as much. Your skull mask was a giveaway. I thought your faction had been wiped 
out?’ 


He stepped closer. The ferocity had returned to his eyes as his grip tightened on the rifle. He 
spoke savagely, each word a tiny tremor in his mouth: ‘The mask — it’s a sign of pain,’ he said. 
‘It’s what we like to do — inflict pain. Slow pain, so our enemies suffer before they die. It’s 
payback for the pain they have bestowed on this world. No deals. Just pain.’ 


I kept still, feeling the heat from the sun and the fiery wreckage. I knew I was a pawn in his 
game and factions like the White Hats thought nothing of sacrificing that piece on the 
chessboard. 


He was staring at me, unblinking. A devilish smile appeared in the gap in his mask and his 
neck creaked as he twisted it. ‘We like to inflict all types of pain: psychological, physical ... 
like a leaking water tap. Drip ... drip ... drip. One little drip at a time. But it seems never-ending 
... the pain. The victim lives in pain. It makes them panic, exposes their weaknesses. And when 
we capture them ... well’ — his eyes shifted to his rifle he was holding up — ‘this is the justice 
we inflict. Nice and swift. No questions. You’d be dead now if I thought you were one of them.’ 


I didn’t need to respond. He knew what game he was playing and knew all the moves. Only 
when he shifted away from me and loosened his shoulders did I build up the courage to speak. 
‘The Blue Rose bloodline? I thought it had died out.’ 


He turned and glared at me; his body stiffened. Although he had lowered his rifle, his finger 
was moving on the trigger. ‘You’d be surprised. These bloodlines linger on. Kings die and 
kings are born. Maybe some don’t die, although you thought they did. Maybe some kings 
return, and some are made.’ 


‘Who are you?’ I asked 


My mouth dropped open when he took his mask off and I recognized who it was. He had a 
battle-weary, wrinkled face that looked both sombre and tired. His blond hair had a touch of 
grey. His eyes emitted a deep sense of intelligence and wisdom, but they were squinting and 


red-rimmed. There was an occasional quiver of the lips, as one would expect when the Realm 
had wiped out your whole family, and you were the last of the Blue Rose bloodline. 


“They call me Punisher,’ he said. 


I gasped. Here was the last king — reduced to rags holding out in some desert hideaway. His 
battle-hardened face and weary eyes emitted an overwhelming sense of grief. Scratching the 
trigger was his only defiance against the Destroyers of Mankind who had killed his family. The 
White Hats were the biggest power at the start of the Faction Wars, with ties to militaries 
worldwide, and here was its last leader, standing before me in the final days of mankind’s 
existence. Son of Trump! 


‘Ditch!’ 


I heard the voice and turned. A figure I recognized emerged through the smoke of the burning 
helicopter wreckage: the colonel with the short-cropped ginger hair and goatee, his automatic 
rifle strapped over his shoulder, followed by another man holding a portable missile launcher. 
The colonel’s smile looked at odds with the permanent frown embedded in his brow. 


‘Harry!’ I said, surprised. 

He approached me and gripped my hand tightly. “Glad to see you,’ he said. 

“You know him?’ Punisher asked. 

‘We fought together with the Wild Cats.’ Harry grinned. ‘Been through hell together.’ 

I nodded and smiled back. ‘What happened to you?’ I asked. ‘Didn’t you get captured?’ 


‘Spent time in the Realm Precinct, but escaped. Heard about the Lost City while in jail. I came 
out here to find it, just like you.’ 


‘Can you tell me about this place?’ I asked, looking around at the ruins. 


‘It’s a ruse ... a deception for the Realm. Our actual place is hidden in those mountains over 
there.’ Harry pointed into the distance. ‘That’s where the real resistance is.’ 


I nodded and smiled. 
‘We did well today.’ The grin was larger on Harry’s face and stretched across his square jaw. 
He looked at the bodies on the ground next to the burning wreckage. ‘We got payback. They 


fell into our trap.’ 


‘We watch over this place,’ Punisher interrupted. “When stragglers like you arrive, we check 
them out. Find out if they want to join our group.’ 


‘That too.’ Harry nodded and then smiled. ‘I guess that makes you our new recruit.’ 
‘I guess so.’ I smiled. 


Harry’s eyes fell on the woman on the ground, holding on to my leg. ‘What’s wrong with her?’ 
he asked, raising his eyebrows. 


Lowering my gaze, I caught a glance at her. Her body had frozen up. With her shoulders sunken 
in and eyes lowered, her slender face was in the shadows and strands of twisted hair were lying 
in the dust. 


Harry bent down and examined her, scratching his goatee. His eyes narrowed as his face 
wrinkled up. ‘She looks pretty bad.’ His voice was low and concerned as he rubbed the back 
of his neck. ‘She’s got PTSD. I’ve seen that a lot in the troops, in victims of war, and especially 
in those who have been mind-controlled — but this one seems worse than the rest.’ He sighed 
as he leaned closer to her, pursing his lips. ‘She’s got dead eyes. There’s no light in them. She’s 
a total wreck. Imagine the hell she must’ve been through. The prolonged abuse and suffering, 
for days on end, heck, maybe even years. The rape and torture.’ 


I shuffled my feet. It was like I had swallowed cold slime and it was running down my throat. 


Harry shook his head. ‘You can’t recover from that. It’s impossible. There’s no manual for it. 
She’s unresponsive ... a dead woman. But she likes hanging on to you, though. Heck, she won’t 
let you go. That’s a strange thing. Like she’s clinging to a rope, a past life....’ 


‘Let’s move out!’ Punisher waved his arm, and there was a lot of movement and noise as two 
scout buggies and a Jeep appeared out of nowhere. 


Harry got up, stretching his limbs with his hands firmly on his hips. His clenched teeth distorted 
his mouth, and he spoke with a rough edge in his voice: ‘The other factions have been wiped 
out, but a few stragglers remain, like these men here. We’ve got more of them hidden away in 
our mountain fort. We’re building up a new force. One last shot at the Realm. One last chance 
to take them down.’ 


I remained silent, not sure if a bunch of rag-tag rebels holding out in the desert had much chance 
against the Satanic rulers of the world who had held mankind in their grip for thousands of 
years. What chance did these rebels have, with a couple of shoulder-held rocket launchers and 
a stack of automatic rifles? 


Harry stepped closer, his jaw firm. “You know I don’t like you much, Ditch, but I’m glad you’re 
here.’ 


‘Tl fight,’ I said. ‘You know me, I’m a fighter.’ 


He released a smile that lit up his eyes. ‘It’s good to have you on board,’ he said. ‘We’re set 
for the last battle — the final reckoning between good and evil.’ 


Part Four: The Battle for the Precinct 


Chapter Seventeen 


I arrived at the hideaway later that day. It was on a wide mountain plateau, surrounded by 
forest. There were lots of wooden huts and tree houses hidden in the forest. Harry pointed out 
a camouflaged cell tower and a hidden radar built into a tree trunk. 


There was a gap in the forest that overlooked the desert below and stretched as far as the eye 
could see. The Lost City — that mass of ruins — was visible ten miles away, trapped in the haze 
of late-afternoon light. Women were feeding horses and planting vegetables while children 
were picking fruit from trees. The clearing was where the training was done. As the men were 
working out, I stood and watched them. There were about one hundred, a good-sized company, 
and they were lean and fit. Elite soldiers that would take on the Realm. 


Punisher pointed out a small hut on the side, a little away from the rest of the community. 


‘She doesn’t look well,’ he said, referring to the young woman. ‘I’ve seen a lot less bad than 
her and sometimes they die in their sleep. She can recuperate in there for a few days, and we’ll 
reassess her after that.’ 


‘Thanks,’ I said. 


‘She won’t let you go, so I guess that’s where you’ll have to stay as well.’ There was warmth 
in Punisher’s eyes. They often glowed brightly with the heroic efforts of his ancient bloodline; 
but that could change in one blink, and the savage intensity in them would return. 


The hut’s window looked out at the training field, so each day I could observe the drills. The 
few days led into a week, and the weeks into a month. The woman wasn’t eating much. She 
was getting thinner, more emaciated. Every night I went to bed with her clinging to me. I would 
see her restless eyes buried deep in her face and her lips quivering as she struggled to sleep. 
Each morning I awoke, she was holding me, with her body shivering and her face lying flat in 
her dishevelled hair. More wrinkles were appearing on her face with each passing day. I would 
touch her pillow and it would be wet with tears. 


Each morning, I heard Harry barking orders and looked out the window to see the obstacle 
course being assembled, and the men were getting faster, stronger, and more agile. There was 
a lot of hand-to-hand combat and they were learning different ways to kill a man. Harry and 
Punisher were doing a great job at training them, I thought. 


Twice a day, I got away from the woman, and one time was after a month when I met Harry 
outside the hut. 


‘She’s not making any improvement,’ I said, frowning. ‘In fact, she’s getting worse. She’s 
hardly eating.’ 


Harry stood stiff with his shoulders straight, his back unmovable, and hands clamped behind 
his back. His orange goatee was neatly trimmed and his short-cropped hair glinted in the light. 
‘She’s in a lot of pain,’ he said, his voice on the verge of quivering. “Not only mental, but 
physical. Listen, Ditch ... I don’t know what your morals are about this kind of thing, but ... 
think about the pain she’s in. We’ve got this drink. It’Il make her sleep, and, and ... maybe it 
would be better that way.’ 


I stared at him, open-mouthed. 


‘Think of the rape and torture she’s been through. The memories of that are usually worse than 
the physical act. Imagine the levels of her torment.’ 


‘I understand what you mean.’ My lips were tight as I spoke and it was hard to get the words 
out. ‘But, I don’t know....’ 


‘You’ve got to think about the stress that she’s putting other people under as well,’ he said, 
‘like yourself ... is it fair on you?’ 


‘I don’t know if I can, but, looking at her ... maybe it would make things easier, especially for 
her.’ 


Harry smiled. ‘I’ve got to get back to training,’ he said, and then he put his hand on my 
shoulder. ‘It’s up to you. Whatever decision you make, it’s the right choice.’ 


I dipped my head and frowned. ‘Give her a few more days.’ 


I went back inside the hut. The light was coming through the window but the young woman 
was in the shadows. She fell at my feet, hugging my leg and whimpering with her face so low 
that her long hair was scattered on the floor. Exasperated, I picked her up and laid her on the 
bed. She was so fragile it was like picking up a child. 


That night I went to sleep with the woman clinging to me as she always did. I lay down, restless, 
looking up at the ceiling. She was motionless beside me. Maybe she was sleeping, I thought, 
and turned and looked at her. The skin was stretched on her sallow cheeks and a tear had settled 
on her lips. 


What evil thoughts have devoured your heart? What memories were torturing her at every 
moment? Please sleep, wretched girl. I don’t even know your name. Be free from your 
memories for one moment and sleep. Was that possible? 


Her eyes twitched. When she opened one of them, I saw a tiny spark flickering in the depths 
of it. 


I sat up and shook my head. What was that? No, that was impossible. I looked at her, but she 
had closed her eyes and was sleeping. What was that light? Had I really seen it? The faintest 
glow — in the darkest reaches of hell. No, I had been imagining things. I lay down and went to 
sleep, thinking no more about it. 


In the morning, I woke up and she had gone. 


<><><> 


I walked outside, with an odd feeling deep in me. Dawn had cast a misty, purple-orange light 
over the hideaway. It filtered through the trees and made the leaves sparkle. It looked surreal, 
like a place I hadn’t seen before. For a moment, I had forgotten where I was. The eerie light 
made obscure the huts hidden in the forest. Men were exercising at the far end of the clearing, 
a football-field length away. Their tiny, dark figures looked like shadows. The air was warm, 
but it felt different. It even smelled different. 


I heard a thud and turned to my right. The woman had her back to me. The black singlet and 
trousers were tight around her bones. The skin on her back and shoulders sparkled in the violet 
light. She had her hair tied in a pigtail that trailed over her spine. She extended her right hand 
and there was a knife in it. Her head turned sideways to the target, and she threw the knife with 
a flick of the wrist. I heard that thud again. The knife had struck the head of the straw dummy 
tied to the pole ten metres away. Another knife was already buried in the target. 


There was a moment of stunned silence before she turned and looked at me. I choked, my 
breath caught in my throat. Her eyes were directed straight at me as she threw another knife. 
Her action was so quick I hadn’t seen it, but the knife hit the same target. Her impassive 
expression didn’t change. Her eyes, focused on me, hadn’t moved. 


Tentatively, I stepped closer. The face was different. It no longer bore any mark of the torment 
she had endured. No tension, no sadness, no regret. A radiance of light shone from her eyes 
when before they had been so dark. Colour had returned to her cheeks. The skin on her upper 
body was firm, no longer stretched or gaunt. She extended her right arm out sideways. Three 
more knives were embedded in the web of her fingers. One by one, she threw them without 
looking and they hit the target. 


She glanced at the straw dummy and then back at me. She planted her hands firmly on her hips. 
Her tiny lips curled at the ends as she hinted at a grin. 


Instinctively, I put my arms out, expecting her to fall into them and hold on to me, as she always 
did. 


‘I don’t need you to do that anymore.’ 

Her words startled me. ‘Okay,’ I replied and dropped my arms. 

‘But listen, thanks anyway. I appreciate what you did for me. I really do.’ There was a calmness 
in her voice, but it had an edge of defiance, and of strength, as if she wanted to assert her new 
presence. 

‘Are you going to tell me your name?’ I asked. 


‘Retribution.’ 


I nodded and smiled. ‘That’s a good name.’ My eyes shifted to the knives buried in their target. 
‘Have you ever thrown a knife before?’ 


‘No ... that was the first time.’ The slight muscles tightened on her shoulders. ‘Do you want to 
see what else I can do?’ 


I gazed at her in silence, not knowing what to expect. 


She slowly raised her arms, her mouth parted. Then she did a cartwheel and stood upright with 
her legs spread wide, looking at me with a gleam in her eyes. Then she did another one. My 
eyes followed her as she continued doing them, moving gracefully in a circle around me. She 
didn’t stop. After five times, I didn’t bother counting anymore, but my heart beat faster each 
time she circled me. When she finished, she stood poised with her hands on her hips, staring at 
me. 


Blood was pulsing in my head. Energy filled the air as if a spark had been ignited and the 
charge was racing through me. She wasn’t sweating and hadn’t drawn a breath. 


“You won’t believe the things I can do.’ Her voice had the same gentle tone, but was more 
sturdy, with a reminder of her self-confidence. 


A noise was growing behind her as men from the end of the clearing, who had been exercising, 
were making their way towards us. Women and children had emerged from the huts and 
gathered around, talking amongst themselves and pointing at the woman. 


Aware of the crowd behind her, the woman dropped her head slightly and frowned, breathing 
deeply. She blinked fast as her eyes shifted to the side. For a moment, that newly won self- 
confidence seemed to have slipped away from her. 


About twenty men had grouped to the side and were studying her intently. She glanced at me, 
held in her breath, and then casually strolled towards them. Some men laughed, not believing 
it was the same frail, pitiful woman as before. One man stood out in front. Shirtless, his six- 
foot-five muscular body was glistening in the light. Every day he had been training for months 
on end — for one moment to take on the Realm: the evilest, most demonic force in the world’s 
history. The woman stood next to him and was looking straight up at him. He glanced down 
and grinned. It was a childish grin with a hint of mockery. It was his mistake. 


She grabbed him by the throat with one hand and lifted him up so his feet were dangling in the 
air. Then, with one twist of her body, she flung him over her shoulder and he went flying 
through the air and landed a few metres away. The crowd gasped in astonishment. A few men 
roared with laughter, but when the woman stared at them they fell silent and stepped back. 
‘Not you,’ she said. 

One man stopped moving back and, visibly shaken, stared dumbfounded at her. 


“You and you — come here.’ 


The first man stepped forward and another slightly shorter man followed him. They stood on 
both sides of her. 


‘Come at me with everything you’ve got.’ She waved her hands to make them move in closer. 


The two men bent their knees and extended their arms in close combat mode. The taller one 
kicked out and went for her head, but she grabbed his foot and flipped him over. The second 
man flexed his fists and moved in, shouting a death cry; but she kicked him in the stomach and, 
as he folded over, grabbed his head and flung him to the ground. 


The taller man had gotten up and was looking at her with flaring eyes and a screwed-up, ugly 
face. He screamed in fury as he ran at her. Poised, she waited for the last moment, then ducked 
and moved forward slightly so he crashed into her and toppled over her bent body. The children 
were cheering, but the other men in the crowd were staring at the woman with widened eyes 
and gaping jaws. 


The taller man sat up and was shaking the giddiness out of his head. The woman grabbed his 
hair and flung his head back. The wild fury in his eyes turned to fear, his jaw quivering and 
cheeks white. She stared at him with her eyes up close and then smiled, wanting to challenge 
him more. The man knew with one quick movement of her wrist, his neck would snap. 


‘Enough!’ Harry had walked through the gathering, turned and addressed them. ‘Okay, 
everyone, we’ve finished here. Back to your jobs. And you, men, back to training. Hurry! 
We’re behind schedule already!’ 


The crowd talked amongst themselves as they departed. 


Harry approached me, followed by Punisher. They stood next to me, then both turned and 
stared at the woman. ‘Is that the same girl?’ Harry looked confused and was shaking his head. 


‘Yes,’ I said. 
‘How is that possible?’ 


Harry and Punisher remained silent as they studied her curiously. She stood still, regaining her 
breath, while the two men she had fought staggered off into the background. 


I looked at the woman, speechless. When she stepped towards me, the only visible sign of the 
fight was a bead of sweat running down her face. Standing in front of me, she raised her eyes 
and looked at me. A grin formed on the corner of her prim mouth. Her voice was soft and 
brittle, but with enough determination to let you know the essence of her words. ‘I can’t wait 
to take them on ... I’ve got a lot of payback.’ 


I caught sight of her resolute eyes and the firmness of her face as she stepped backwards, her 
eyes still focused on me, while Harry and Punisher were staring at her in astonishment. 


‘We’re going to take on these bastards — and we’re going to win!’ Her voice crackled like fire. 
‘We’re going to fucking kill these bastards!’ 


I wanted to move but was trapped by her words. What blood was in her veins! She spat out 
saliva through clenched teeth and her eyes were beaming brightly; her whole body was like a 
giant flame ready to cast away the shadows of a dying world. 


<><><> 


The war room was in a dug-out under the forest. A lamp was lit and I sat at a long table in the 
murky light. Two dozen others were in the room. Harry and Punisher were standing at the front: 
Harry on one side of a wide screen, and the taller frame of Punisher on the other. The screen, 
connected to a wireless computer, displayed a map of the Realm Precinct. 


Retribution was sitting at the corner of the table, leaning forward slightly. I looked at her. She 
had been eating well. Her body was lean and filling out more with the muscles compact. She 


was getting more sun and her skin had a slight tan. She turned to me and wrinkled up her mouth 
as she smiled, but the smile soon disappeared. I tried to picture her in another life, before the 
torture and abuse, and thought she had probably wanted to smile a lot back then, but that wasn’t 
so much the case anymore. 


Punisher, on one side of the screen, had his grizzled face moulded into a sombre expression 
under his party-grey blond hair. Since birth, he had been prepared for war — for the momentous 
task at hand — and now, in the last years of his youth, he had the vigorous face of a fighter, like 
his father. But those eyes ... one moment they would be fierce, and the next, no amount of war 
and the bloodshed it entailed could hide the deep compassion that radiated from them. 


His skull mask was tucked into his belt. He liked to carry it around because it was a part of 
who he was, and a reminder of what was at stake: how his enemy wanted to take him down, 
like they did to the rest of the Blue Rose bloodline. That mask — the mask of the punisher — 
was a link to the past, to the Tatarian warriors of previous ages like the Knights Templar and 
original Masons such as the American forefathers who had wanted to install the New Atlantis 
Golden Age. But he knew that thread was about to be severed and it was only him and his small 
group of rag-tag rebels holding desperately on to the last strand. 


‘This is the centre of the precinct.’ Harry was pointing to the map with a ruler; his face stern 
under his flaming red short-cropped hair. “We need to control this. The computer terminal here 
can shut down the defences of the city. Also, it can override the control systems of the Crusader 
fighter jets, helicopters, and bombers in this airbase behind the precinct. The men in this room 
have been trained to fly these aircraft. The terminal will allow us access to the helicopters to 
destroy police headquarters in the outer autonomous zones. The jets and bombers will destroy 
the other three Realm outposts positioned on the East Coast.’ 


A slide came up showing the other three outposts, followed by a bird’s-eye shot of Terracon 
One. 


Harry took a deep breath as he held his shoulders back. There was a shudder in his voice as he 
pointed out the Realm Precinct again. ‘We need to get in there.’ 


“The zones are weak after the rebellion,’ Punisher interjected. ‘The Spider Zone was the hardest 
hit. We ought to attack through there.’ 


Harry nodded, but his blinking eyes betrayed his concern. The other men grumbled around the 
table. ‘I don’t like our chances,’ one of them said. 


“You give your opinion at the end of our presentation!’ Harry bellowed with creases appearing 
on his face like a shattered mirror. 


A great hush descended over the gathering. I stood up and pushed my chair aside. ‘Shut the 
fuck up, Harry,’ I said defiantly. 


Surprised faces at the table turned and looked at me. Retribution leaned across the table. She 
was smiling and nodding at me. Harry’s scattered eyes fixed on me; his jaw was hanging down 


and his face was flushed. 


‘I know another way in,’ I said. 


Harry’s eyes grew large and his long thin face trembled. He held up his finger, his voice 
quivering: ‘Just the same as you’ve always been, you no good....’ 


‘Let him speak!’ Punisher said, keeping the same half-drab, half-concerned expression on his 
face. 


I took out the USB from my pocket and inserted it into the computer. Curious eyes looked at 
the wide screen as the underground map of Terracon One came up. I grabbed a ruler and walked 
up to the screen. ‘There are tunnels under the city,’ I explained, pointing them out. ‘We can get 
access to them. Look — you can go through the sewerage here ... it leads to this intersection. If 
you take another tunnel, it leads through here. You can follow it along, and another tunnel on 
the next level down leads directly under the precinct, right to its centre.’ 


The men around the table cheered. Harry had his hands on his hips with a deadpan expression 
while Punisher was grinning fervently. Retribution was nodding at me with a whole-face smile; 
her elbows were on the table with her fingertips touching. 

‘What’s that?’ Punisher pointed out a large blacked-out section of the map. ‘It’s massive.’ 
‘That’s where they live,’ I said. 

‘The Cabal ...’ He glared at me, knowingly. 

‘That’s right. Look, I'll blow up the map. Each part of the map is labelled.’ 

Gasps emanated around the room as the map was enlarged. 

‘Living Quarters!’ Punisher said as he leaned forward and studied the map intently. ‘Look, this 
area is for entertainment. Another one is a hospital. My God! I’ve never seen a map of this 


before.... This label says “Mind Control Facility”. It looks like we have to go through that area 
to reach the precinct. God only knows what horrors will be in there.’ 


Harry approached the computer and clicked on the tunnel that connected to the sewer. On the 
screen, a red box flashed above the entrance that read LOCKED. ‘How do we get through 
there?’ He fumed, exasperated, and threw up his hands. 

I chewed my bottom lip and paced to the edge of the room as mutterings of concern were 
emitted from behind me. I turned back to the screen. Harry clicked on the red label again and 
it changed to CODEWORD. The murmurings intensified. 

‘We can’t get in.” Harry lowered his head dejectedly. 

Suddenly, an idea flashed in my mind. ‘I think I know,’ I said. 

Voices were muted as all eyes looked at me. 

“Type in Renegade,’ I said. 

Harry typed it in and the red box changed to green and flashed: UNLOCKED. 


Cheers filled the room. 


‘Holy shit!’ Harry stared with gaping eyes at the screen. 
‘That’s it!’ Punisher said, grinning. ‘We can get through the door. We have our plan!’ 


With her elbow on the table, Retribution rested her chin on her palm. Her smile was so large 
she was almost laughing. It was good to see her smile like that. It was the smile I wanted to 
see. I guessed that smile had always been there, that she liked to smile a lot — in another life — 
but it had been trapped behind the mask of pain and despair. Now she released it, and her eyes 
were warm and the light in them was strong. 


‘Were set to go,’ Punisher said sternly. ‘In two more days, we move out. Make the most of 
your time with your families and loved ones. You may never see them again. Then we take on 
the Realm.’ 


Chairs shuffled as the gathering got up. 


‘One last thing —’ All eyes were glued on Punisher. With his body poised, his voice maintained 
the same gritty edge. ‘You can’t fail. For mankind, there is no other option. Remember that 
when you go into battle.’ 


He was met by a wall of silence and a stony glare from each soldier as they contemplated the 
magnitude of his words; then they nodded as one. 


‘Okay, soldiers,’ Punisher said, ‘dismissed.’ 


Chapter Eighteen 


We travelled at night, in our convoy of Jeeps and buggies, across the vast desert expanse and 
through the Fertility Regions. Then we moved south in an arc, keeping our distance from 
Terracon One and their scouts, and headed towards the sea. It was night time when we got to 
the shore. I dry retched as the wind carried the putrid stench of the Poisoned Sea towards me, 
and then, hearing the first crash of waves, the significance of the battle to come hit me. The 
anticipation turned into a heavy weight I felt trapped under, and that, combined with the smell, 
made the tension worse. 


We had arrived at the end of the world. The sound of those crashing waves and the horrid smell 
were reminders that these were the last days of mankind’s existence, and this day would 
determine her ultimate destiny. 


We drove along the coast. Hours later, we stopped near a cluster of rocks. We got out of the 
vehicles and covered them in camouflaged netting. Stars were fading in the night sky. Dawn 


was breaking. Jet-black rolling waves were glistening under a purple-red light. We had to get 
off the beach before daylight. 


The company put on their bulletproof vests and slung their automatics over their shoulders. 
They resembled Realm troopers with black uniforms, helmets, and boots. As I was putting on 
my armour, the swell rolled around my boots and then receded. I stepped onto drier sand. 


With my eyes getting used to the light of dawn, more waves filled my vision. Far out at sea, 
the thick film of black gunk was rolling calmly, capturing a moment of solitude in the twilight 
of mankind’s existence. The smell of the filth was in my nostrils. I shuddered with a nausea 
deep within me: a combination of the stench and the expectancy of battle. 


‘I didn’t know the smell was this bad,’ Retribution said, screwing her nose as she cast her gaze 
upon the waves. ‘All those years in Terracon One ... I had been used to it for so long.’ Her 
muscles were tight under her black singlet and her pigtail ran down the length of her back. Five 
daggers were in sheaths around her waist and a pistol was tucked in the belt behind her. Her 
face was stern and eyes willing ... eager for the fight ahead. ‘All this time they were telling 
lies about the planet warming up and ice melting, but they were doing this to the sea and the 
animals in it. And to everything else around us.’ 


‘To kill and destroy,’ I said, ‘it’s the only thing they know.’ 
Retribution turned and looked at me with sharp glaring eyes. 
‘I guess you’re ready,’ I said, grinning at her. “You look nothing but ready.’ 


Her lips curled at the edges as if she wanted to smile, but then she thought better of it and 
maintained her steely gaze. ‘I got a lot of memories in me,’ she said, ‘images burning up my 
mind. But I don’t want to let go of them anymore. I want to hold on to them. They’ll do me a 
lot of good when I go into battle. Those pictures in my mind — they’ll remind me of who the 
enemy is. It’s good to know what you’re fighting against.’ 


The tall frame of Punisher approached us. As he smiled, his hardened face filled with warmth 
and his eyes burned fiercely. ‘Time to inflict pain one more time,’ he said, and slipped on his 
skull mask. 

I stared at him resolutely. ‘One more time.’ 

‘Are we ready?’ 


‘I guess so,’ I said. 


When I turned, Harry appeared out of the gloom. He stood next to me as Punisher and 
Retribution went off to organize the men. Harry straightened his body and spoke in a sharp 
tone. His jaw jutted out as he clenched his teeth. ‘We’ll go in there and do our job, and move 
fast and not think much about it.’ 


Harry was always talking to me like I was a new recruit. ‘I know what to do,’ I said. 


He sighed and drew in his breath. ‘You’ve never been my favourite trooper, I’ve made no bones 
about that, but we’ve been through a lot together.’ A faint smile appeared above his well- 
trimmed goatee. ‘This’ ll just be like another one of our battles.’ 


I remained silent, looking out at the Poisoned Sea. Harry was right — we did have something in 
common. 


“You'll lead the company because you know where to go, but I’ll be right behind you,’ Harry 
said. 


I heard the waves wash up on shore. Each time one did, it left behind another murky-coloured 
piece of flotsam. 


‘Well?’ His eyebrows were raised high on his forehead as he waited for a response. 
‘Let’s go in,’ I said. 


The sewerage outlet was a kilometre away. The men parted as I walked through them, my 
movements swift and certain, my gaze fastened ahead, and they followed me. The tops of 
oblong and pyramid-shaped buildings of the Realm Precinct appeared under the increasing 
light. As we walked further along, multi-story buildings of the outer districts became more 
visible above the perimeter wall. 


I walked under the bridge and entered the drainpipe. Hearing the rushing water, I stepped onto 
the ledge and walked into the darkness. The ledge was narrow, but I shined the communicator 
light and kept a hand on the wall for balance. The water was rushing below me. Checking my 
communicator map, I took the first corner and came to the intersection, the same spot where I 
had escaped from the city three months before with Retribution, and where tunnels led off in 
three directions. 


Punisher and Harry were behind me. I showed them the communicator map. 


‘We need to take that tunnel,’ I said, pointing to it. ‘It leads to another level underground, and 
there’s a tunnel on that level that goes all the way to the precinct.’ 


‘The Mind Control Facility is on the next level down,’ Punisher whispered with dread. ‘What 
are we going to find in there? I’m not looking forward to that.’ 


‘Only God knows,’ Harry added, his goatee flinching. 
‘We’ll have to find out one way or the other,’ I said. ‘Come on, let’s go.’ 


I led them along the tunnel, found a staircase, and on the next level down came to a door. I 
blew up the communicator map, touched the red box above the particular door, then entered 
the password. When the box turned green, I heard the door click. It opened automatically. 


‘Get ready,’ I said, raising my rifle. With a nervous hand, I pushed the door open. 


It was a large enclosure lit by florescent lights — a vast laboratory: the Mind Control Facility. 
We crept down a corridor with one-way windows on either side. 1 peered through a window 
and shuddered. There were crusts of dried blood on the floor and blood splatter on the walls. It 
looked like a dentist’s chair in the small room, covered in blood. My God, I thought — what had 
we stumbled upon? The blood looked dry. Whoever had been in there recently hadn’t bothered 
to clean up the mess. 


‘Look over here.’ 


I heard Punisher’s voice and turned. On the other side of the corridor, I looked through another 
window and saw a dead child strapped to another dentist’s chair. He looked about seven or 
eight. Rods stuck out of his body. He hadn’t survived the torture. I felt nauseated and wept. 
Hold yourself together, I told myself, wiping away the tears. You’ve got to push ahead. Men 
were crying, and I smelt the vomit as some of them were sick. 


Then came a scream like nothing I had heard before. The moaning and screeching were 
thrashing my mind as I put my hands over my ears to smother it. It came from another room. 
A voice from hell. Then the sound faded and I relished the silence. 


As we walked further along, I came to a side door and opened it. The room resembled a 
dungeon, filled with a dozen dead naked children covered in blood and excrement. I choked on 
the foul air and cried. Retribution hurried up to me, her eyes curious, but I closed the door. 
“You don’t want to look in there,’ I warned, struggling to get the words out. 


She stared at me for a moment, then turned and moved on. 


The scream came again, louder, more hideous, joined by another screeching wail and the 
sounds blended as one, rattling my mind. A searing pain raced through my body. I was 
struggling to hold on to my sanity, unable to comprehend the hellish environment I was in. 


Then the screams stopped. My body seized up; blood was beating in my skull. 


I heard a voice as the door at the end of the large enclosure opened, from where the screams 
had come from. The men behind me turned abruptly and aimed their weapons. I raised my fist 
so they wouldn’t fire. A man in a long white laboratory coat stepped into the room and gasped 
when he saw the soldiers, but I had my rifle raised and plugged a bullet into his forehead. 


We had to push on ahead. There was no turning back. I quickened my pace as a cluster of 
soldiers followed me, towards the room from where the screams had arisen. What would be in 
there? What evil lurked through the door? What sight would throw me into insanity? Would it 
be something so repulsive I had no chance of regaining normality? 


I stepped over the body blocking the doorway and entered. About twenty soldiers poured into 
the room behind me. The rest of the company remained in the other room. Five cages 
surrounded us with a naked man in each one. Their faces contorted as they frothed at the mouth: 
screaming, howling, rattling the bars. One of them ran up a wall and touched the ceiling. He 
crouched in the corner and glared at me, almost laughing. Then, in a single leap, he was back 
on the floor again. 


How was that possible? I thought, shaking my head. Soldiers in front of me were both 
flabbergasted and amused as they stared at the man-creatures. Then I heard a motor as the bars 
of the cages rolled up. The soldiers in front of me were blocking my line of sight. ‘Fire! Shoot 
them!’ I yelled. 


A few soldiers turned and looked at me with puzzled expressions; but, before they realized 
their predicament, the five man-beasts were out of the cages and upon us. One of them ran 
behind us, closed the door, and sealed us off from the remaining company. 


Bullets tore in the man-beasts and ripped hunks of flesh off them, but that didn’t deter them. 
One of them picked up a soldier and threw him against a cage. Then, with a backhanded swipe, 
he knocked another soldier off his feet. A bullet blew a chunk off the man-beast’s shoulder. 


Blood spurted out and lumps of sinew flew into the air; but he grinned, glared at the soldier 
who had shot him, and jumped on him. He tore his limbs off and left a bloodied, pulverized 
mess on the floor. 


Here they were — the elite super soldiers Commander Anderson had told me about. How many 
years of daily abuse and torture had they endured to allow their minds to be controlled and 
make them into these fierce beasts? 


Next to me, one was ripping a man apart with his bare hands. It was too easy for him and he 
had time to knock me on the head with his fist and propel me across the floor. Lying 
outstretched, I tried to shake the dizziness out of me. Screams of men being torn apart were in 
my ears and the human predators were growling like lions. I looked up and saw the bloodied 
hand of one of them raised like a claw ready to strike as he moved towards me. He was gnashing 
his teeth, grinning with eyes swimming in darkness. I reached out and picked up my rifle. 


As he stood over me, I fired. The bullet sank into his side, but it only seemed to annoy him like 
a buzzing fly. I fired again and got him in the stomach. He stopped, looked down at the blood 
oozing out of him, then raised his eyes, his lips curling back so his grin was even wider. 


I was out of breath. My hands were unsteady and the rifle felt useless in my grip. Gazing up, I 
saw the man-beast’s hand with clenched fingers reaching down. There was a ringing in my 
head that drowned out the sounds of gunfire and screaming. So this is how I would die, I 
thought. Being torn apart by this creature. The ringing was louder in my head and it was 
splitting my mind apart. I closed my eyes. Give up, I thought. Sink into the darkness. You’ve 
led a life with no friends, no family. The most gruesome death — how could it be otherwise in 
this wretched world? Now it will end as it should. Let it end quickly. 


The man’s wild scream was cut short as I opened my eyes and looked up. A dagger was buried 
in his forehead. His eyes rolled back and he fell dead next to me. I gasped. Glancing over my 
shoulder, I saw Retribution. She threw another dagger and it struck another man-beast in the 
head. He staggered a few feet and then toppled over. 


‘Aim at the head!’ I yelled. 


I got up, dazed, and turned to face Retribution. As she pulled out her pistol from behind her, a 
blow sent her sprawling across the floor. It knocked the pistol from her grasp. She got up and 
faced two man-beasts who moved towards her. Releasing a cry like a trapped animal, she ran 
towards them, jumped in the air with both feet extended, and kicked one of them in the head. 
Stunned, he staggered back. Retribution sprang up from the floor, grabbed the man-beast’s 
arm, flung him over her body and slammed him down with force. Then she grabbed his head 
in both hands and snapped his neck. 


She turned as the second predator was upon her, but she evaded his grasp and when he came 
at her again, she grabbed his arm, bent it back, and snapped it. That didn’t bother the man- 
creature who could fight with one arm. But Retribution’s boot struck his head and he fell flat 
on his stomach. Then she jumped on his back, grabbed his hair, and snapped his neck. 


There was one man-beast left, but the surviving soldiers were ripping into him with rifle fire 
and eventually he went down in a pool of blood. 


After it was over, I counted a dozen of our men dead. Only a handful had come out of it 
unscathed. Retribution stood next to me, her hands on her hips. She breathed slow and hard, 
her eyes moving from one corpse to the next, from one injured man to another. Then she went 
around picking up her knives and pistol. 


The door to the other room opened. Punisher, Harry, and the rest of the company entered, and 
looked around with their eyes growing wider. There wasn’t time for words. Medics were taking 
care of the wounded, but we had to move on, find the next tunnel, and go further into hell. 


We went through another door and down a passageway. It was wide and dark with a high 
arched ceiling. A flashing arrow on my map gave me directions. 


‘Look — over here!’ a soldier shouted. 


I stopped and looked back. Harry, next to me, was fuming and pulling at his hair. ‘Let’s move 
on. We can’t allow ourselves to be distracted.’ 


But a handful of soldiers had stopped and were peering into a side room. I heard them curse 
and exclaim irritably before they slumped to their knees and cried. Retribution had gazed into 
the room; she staggered towards me with tears running down her face. She planted a firm hand 
on my shoulder. Her face had turned stark white as I remembered before, and the misery and 
torment had returned to her eyes. 


Harry blocked me. I brushed him aside and ran towards the room. Nothing could prepare me 
for what I saw when I glanced inside. There were hundreds of cages stacked with children. 
With stooped spines, they could barely stand and had fearful, sad faces like captured animals. 
The youngest looked two and the oldest twelve or thirteen. Trembling, I turned away and wiped 
the tears from my eyes. 


‘Come on!’ Harry barked; his face was flushed and his eyes jittery. “We have to move on.’ 


The colonel was right. We had to get to the precinct and override the defence systems. We had 
only one shot at this. Punisher had warned us a few nights before: we couldn’t afford to fail. 


‘We’ll come back for them later,’ I said to the soldiers, trying to muster as much strength as 
possible in my faltering voice. ‘Let’s go — let’s move out.’ 


I looked at the arrow on my map and carried on down the arched, gloomy passageway. The 
men followed me. The door leading to the precinct was a kilometre away. The further we 
walked, the more rooms filled with caged children we saw. Many questions were flooding my 
mind. How many children were there? One room would have housed one of two hundred, and 
there had to be dozens of these rooms. Were they born here? Had they ever seen sunlight? 


Finally, we came to the door. I put in the codeword. The door clicked and opened. I went 
through, aiming my rifle. Harry and Punisher were behind me. ‘Look for the stairs,’ I said. 


As I turned the corridor, two Realm troops entered my sight. I took them out with a burst of 
automatic fire. I moved forward and stepped over the bodies; then a voice behind me said, 
‘Over here,’ and I turned and looked. 


I backtracked and followed the soldier around a corridor that led onto a ledge. There were a 
group of soldiers in front of me and I had to shoulder my way through them to see what they 
were looking at. I stopped and gasped. What I saw belied my imagination. 


It was a whole new world underground and it stretched far into the distance. There were 
corkscrew-shaped buildings a hundred floors high. I could make out gardens and parks on the 
ground below. Hundreds of lights were shining out of rooms dug into the rock face. 


This was where the Controllers lived, I thought. The Deceivers — the Great Destroyers of 
Mankind. Their world — underground! Where they bred children to feed upon, to drink their 
blood, and to be sacrificed to Moloch. And when the Realm wiped out other rebellious factions, 
their job would be complete. 


The tall frame of Punisher was next to me. He pinched my arm and pointed. ‘Look — can you 
see those antennas on the buildings?’ 


“Yes. What are they?’ 
‘They get free magnetic energy from the ether. It lasts forever.’ 


I turned and looked at him. ‘So they’ve kept magnetic energy hidden from us,’ I implied. 
“‘We’ve never needed to rely on electricity.’ 


Punisher nodded. 
I heard the wail of a siren and looked around. 


“The enemy has been alerted,’ Punisher said, his voice grim. ‘We have to hurry. Come on, let’s 
find those stairs.’ 


The men moved away from the ledge. We had to find those stairs and get out of the 
underground quickly or the whole Realm would be upon us at any moment. 


‘Here they are!’ a soldier cried. 

I turned another corner and saw the staircase. 

Harry came up to me. ‘Check your map,’ he said. 

“Yes — this is the one.’ I glanced at my communicator. ‘It leads directly to the precinct.’ 
‘Okay.’ Harry’s eyes bulged as he waved the men forward. ‘Let’s go!’ 


With the siren screaming in my ears, I led them up the stairs. The siren got louder with the 
sound bouncing off the walls. The noise seemed to pull me back and make each step difficult. 
I thought it would never stop. Then I spotted the door on the level above. When I reached the 
top, I fed in the code and the door clicked and opened an inch. Punisher crouched on the top 
stair behind me, his rifle tight in his grasp. I glanced over my shoulder and down at him. I could 
see his eyes in the gaps in his mask with the cold-blooded resolve in them, and they were 
looking up at me. Here was the Realm Precinct ... our final destination. I felt my muscles 
contract and had to use every effort to subdue the fear; then I pushed the door further open and 
took the first step through. 


Chapter Nineteen 


I led the men around the first corner on my right, in search of the computer terminal. A T- 
junction lay further ahead. Harry’s squad was on my flank, and the colonel came up to check 
the map. 


‘Is there a specific location?’ he asked. 


‘It’s in the centre of this spot,’ I replied, studying the image. ‘That’s all the information I have. 
It’s got to be around here somewhere.’ 


‘Let’s move forward.’ Harry’s lips were twitching and his cheeks were hot and puffing under 
his flaming red hair. ‘We’ll split up. You take some men and check that corridor. Ill lead a 
squad down this way.’ 


I nodded, then took a dozen men and led them down a passageway on my left. Punisher was 
behind me. Approaching the next corner, I heard chatter ahead and raised my fist to signal the 
men behind me to stop. They knelt next to the walls and aimed their weapons. 


Crouching behind me, Punisher leered at me with strained eyes visible through his skull mask. 
Then he ripped his mask off and tucked it into his belt. “Can’t make it too obvious,’ he said, 
grinning. Sweat was running from his forehead into the creases on his face. He got up and 
casually walked ahead of me. I lowered my head, drew in a deep breath, and followed him. We 
turned the corner and met four Realm troopers. They greeted us with a nod, thinking nothing 
of us because we were wearing regular Realm infantry uniforms. 


Punisher replied with, ‘Hail, Satan,’ and then raised his rifle. With a burst of automatic fire, he 
took two out, but the other two fired back. The rest of the squad had followed us around the 
corner and one of them got hit. He lay dead, with blood forming a pool under him. I fired and 
got one Realm soldier. The fourth stepped backwards, firing as he retreated. 


I ran ahead, the men following. More Realm troops entered the far end of the corridor and let 
loose a salvo. I stopped and crouched against the wall. Another man behind me got hit. He 
flopped onto the floor with blood pumping out of his chest wound and his eyes rolling back. 


Punisher, crouching next to the wall opposite me, lobbed a grenade. The blast went off with a 
blinding flash and the smoke obscured my view. ‘Let’s go!’ I yelled, and the men got up and 
charged. A Realm trooper emerged from the smoke. I caught him in the side with my bayonet 
and he dropped, clutching his wound. His chinstrap muffled his scream, but his eyes were misty 
as he looked up at me and died. 


Bullets streaked past. I crouched and heard screaming as more of our men were hit. Realm 
soldiers appeared out of the smoke. One of them staggered past me, turned, and stared at me 
with a dazed expression. Torn flesh dangled loose where his right arm should have been. A 
bullet hit him in the head and he fell. One rebel was stabbing a Realm trooper with his bayonet. 
He yelled fervently as he twisted the steel in deeper. 


To my right, Punisher was spraying fire in an arc, screaming as the surge of adrenaline raced 
through him. His tall posture was steady and composed, but he had the face of a snarly warrior 
— installing confidence in the men around him who rushed into battle. Bodies of Realm troopers 
lay in front of him with their blood flowing under his boots. ‘Come on — forward!’ he yelled, 
waving his arm, and more soldiers dashed ahead. 


I grinned, ignoring the bullets flying past. It was easy to follow him. He was a hunter, not of 
animals but of demons and their minions who feasted on the pure blood of children; those 
minions before us now. I ran ahead and planted my bayonet in another Realm trooper as his 
scream filled my ears. 


Punisher withdrew a dagger from his sheath and sprang forward. He dodged a trooper who 
lunged his bayonet at him, then turned and swung his dagger in one movement and slit his 
assailant’s throat. A bullet grazed Punisher’s arm, but he was unfazed and charged into the 
ruckus. He got a Realm trooper in the abdomen with the dagger and planted the blade in another 
one’s head before a bullet caught him in the hip and he staggered forward a few paces and fell. 


Iran to him and looked deeply into his fierce eyes. They were dark with a tiny point of light in 
them — the compassion that would never escape. ‘How are you?’ I asked. 


‘It’s okay. It’s not too bad. Help me up.’ 


I put out my arm. He grabbed it and hauled himself up. As he spoke through clenched teeth, 
more wrinkles than usual appeared on his hardened warrior’s face. ‘Just a graze, that’s all.’ 


A Realm trooper came at me. I lifted my rifle and blew a hole in his chest. He reeled back, hit 
the wall, and slumped to the floor with blood spurting from his wound. The Realm troopers 
were retreating. ‘Come on — after them!’ I yelled, waving my arm. 


I took potshots at them before another burst of gunfire from a different direction wiped them 
out. Surprised, I saw Harry’s squad emerge from a connecting corridor and step over the dead 
bodies of the Realm troopers. They stood in front of us and lowered their weapons. 


‘All clear!’ one of the soldiers yelled. 
“We’re pleased to see you,’ I said, almost out of breath. 


The groaning of the wounded filled the corridor. Medics were helping them. About a third of 
the two squads had been killed and another third wounded. Combined with Harry’s squad, that 
left about twenty able men. I guessed that the rest of the company was securing the area. 


Then I noticed a Realm commander lying on the floor. The grenade blast had shattered one of 
his legs and there was a bullet wound in his shoulder. Blood dripped down his arm and onto 
the communicator he held in his grasp. He was speaking into it, his eyes hidden under the brim 
of his black cap. ‘Control, Control ... come in, Control.’ 


A crackle came through his comms, then a voice: ‘Read you ... what’s your position?’ 
A shadow fell over the commander: Punisher approaching him from behind. 
‘Position is....’ 


I heard the rifle shot as a jet of blood from the commander’s head sprayed Punisher’s boots. 
The tall man with the grizzled face lowered his rifle. Then he raised his eyes and looked at me. 
‘We have to move fast,’ he said, his voice assured and calm. ‘Realm troops will be reinforcing 
this area. We have to get to the main computer and override the defence systems.’ 


I stepped towards Harry’s men. ‘Where’s the colonel?’ I asked them. ‘He’s not with you?’ 
‘He went off to scout ahead,’ a soldier replied. 


At that moment, Harry appeared from behind them. He had come out from another corridor 
with his chest puffed out and his face beaming. His eyebrows were raised high on his crinkled 
forehead and his teeth were glaring. ‘This way,’ he said, ‘I’ve found the terminal.’ 


Chapter Twenty 


We followed Harry down the corridor, around the corner into another one, and at the end of 
that entered a large room. It was the computer terminal, dark except for flashing lights from 
the computers. The remnants of the squads, including Harry’s, filed into the room. We looked 
around at the vast array of computers. The main one was in a console up a small flight of steps. 
In front of it was a large screen that displayed the vicinity of Terracon One. The console could 
control the defence systems, including the gates to the zones, and take automatic control of 
aircraft housed behind the precinct. 


Overjoyed that they had reached their target, the men exclaimed in delight and slapped each 
other on the back. Then I heard the door click behind me and turned, thinking that was odd. 
Harry had closed the door. There was a moment of silence. And why was it so dark? I felt the 
fire build in me and my heart was heavy in my chest. I glanced at Punisher next to me but he 
had dropped his eyes. His face trembled, distorting the wrinkles. A bead of sweat dripped from 
his ruffled blond-ashen hair. It was the first time I had seen a touch of fear in his craggy 
watrior’s face. 


‘Punisher....’ I whispered. 


He clenched his teeth. As he locked his gaze upon me, his eyes turned to glass like they were 
mirrors to the future. 


Then a booming voice from an overhead microphone came on: ‘Drop your weapons!’ 


I heard gasps from the other men and a few of them cursed. Bullets were fired from an unknown 
position and a man close to me got hit and fell. I gulped when I saw his body on the floor. The 
bullet had smashed his skull. 


‘Drop your weapons — now!’ 
Punisher’s face turned solemn as he laid his rifle and dagger on the floor. 
‘Put your hands up!’ 


I glanced over my shoulder. Harry was smirking with cold-slit eyes under his fiery red hair. I 
walked up to him with my hands raised high. 


‘Keep still!’ the voice screamed over the microphone. 


I stood in front of Harry, staring at him. His eyebrows narrowed until they met together. The 
grin remained on his lips. 


“You set us up, you son of a bitch.’ My voice was low and brittle. 


His cheeks sagged a little as he cringed his eyes; then he stiffened his chin and stuck his goatee 
forward in an attempt to remain composed and in control. 


“You must have planned to set us up since you were captured,’ I said. ‘They must’ve gotten to 
you while you were in prison.’ 


‘Yes.’ 


“You went to the Lost City to spy on these men and had a plan to trap them all this time. You’ ve 
gone over to the Realm. How could you?’ 


“We were defeated from the start, always have been, always were ... defeated even before the 
factions rose from the dust of the dying world. It was never meant for us to succeed. History 
doesn’t favour us. The ending’s already been written.’ 


I shook my head, unable to comprehend his treachery. 


‘The world belongs to the Devil.’ He paused. ‘Give in to it, Ditch. This world — no matter how 
bad it is — it can reward you.’ 


His red-strained eyes turned edgy and they were aflame. ‘You can give in to your desires, all 
the time, every day... the Devil will allow that. It feels good ... better than the torture, anyway.’ 


What was I hearing? I thought. Harry was like a cannibal: each word he said was eating away 
at my reason and strength until I was dizzy and struggled to stand. 


He stepped forward. His saggy cheeks had turned pale. The shiver came back to his lips and 
his red goatee was jerking. ‘Better than the torture and abuse, Ditch ... prepare yourself for 
that.’ 


I had to strain my muscles to stop them from convulsing. A pulse was beating behind my eyes. 
It felt like a clamp had locked on to my mind and was pressing tighter. 


‘At the end of the world, we have a choice to make. But there’s really only one choice, Ditch. 
The Devil makes everything feel good, everything taste good, everything smell good. Heck! 
What you thought was bad before isn’t so bad anymore. Now it’s time to choose, Ditch — turn 
yourself over to the Devil or die.’ 


The lights came on, showing Realm troops on a balcony overhead that circled the room with 
their rifles pointed down at us. I turned, and a jolt ran through me as I recognized the bloated 
man-beast on the next level above, in front of the main computer console. It was him! The 
Realm Commander who ruled over Terracon One. Under his mop of curly black hair, he was 
smirking; the more he grinned the more he showed off his gleaming white teeth. Children’s 
shoes swung from his necklace. White makeup smothered his bloated cheeks and lipstick 
painted his rubbery lips blood-red. 


“You look like little fish trapped in my pond!’ The Fat Clown’s laughter filled the room. ‘I 
won’t leave you in suspense. I will tell you your fate ... we have a sacrifice coming up soon 
and we’ll prepare you for that. It will be our most extravagant ever. You will be the major 
attraction. And what better spectacle than seeing the traitors to the Realm — the insurrectionists! 
The criminals! — given to Molock. It will be the most glorious of sacrifices.’ 


I looked at the surrounding men. Their bodies were stiff; their faces hung down. I heard some 
groaning; even the most hardened were crying. Most were looking up in disbelief at the man- 
beast. 


‘We have new brainwashing techniques we want to try out. The most advanced torture 
techniques in history. They will make you go to your deaths willingly.’ 


A chill ran through me. Fear and utter hopelessness had doused whatever fire had been in me. 
Where was the rest of the company? Four other squads had launched the attack. Had they been 
defeated, too? 


Shark continued: ‘To be sacrificed! To give yourself to the Devil! That is what we will make 
you desire. The torture will be so overwhelming that you will want to give your body and soul 
to the Devil to avoid that pain and the memories of it. That will be the easy part. But, to make 
you smile when you do it — that’s the trick!’ 


I felt dizzy. My knees were buckling. All kinds of horrid thoughts were burning in my mind. I 
was swooning and couldn’t stop it. I wanted to die and get it over with. But death wasn’t enough 
for the Devil. 


‘But we have further methods to achieve that.’ The smirk on the Fat Clown’s face grew larger 
and stretched from ear to ear. His white-powered face with the overstuffed cheeks was bopping 
up and down under the coils of black hair and shaking the children’s shoes. “Know the pain to 
come,’ the Realm commander continued. ‘But also know the joy that comes after. There is no 
end to the joy afterwards. The surrender to the bliss. When you want to avoid the terror that 
lurks in the dark recesses of your mind, eternal joy will be waiting for you. Take them away!’ 


Chapter Twenty-one 


The screams came, and the sounds kept coming through the walls. The cries seemed to carry 
further and last longer in the darkness, in the musty-smelling air. They wore me out listening 
to them. The wretched howls became a part of the darkness, some coming and going, others 
lingering on. I sat against the wall with one leg outstretched and one knee raised. Cockroaches 
were crawling along the floor in front of me. 


The door clicked. When it was pushed open, light flooded into the cell. It stung my eyes and I 
had to turn my head away. Hearing voices, I looked up. Faces were looking down at me. People 
I didn’t want to know. One of them was Harry, grinning with his long rectangular face, short 
red hair, and goatee. Behind them, through the door, I saw Realm guards dawdle in the corridor, 
making shadows in the light. Two guards stood in the cell and were without masks and helmets. 
The first one, behind Harry, was tall and broad-shouldered with jet-black hair; while the 
second, closer to the door, was plump with a smooth round bald head. 


Harry leaned forward with his jittery eyes focused on me. ‘This is one of their leaders,’ he said. 


The taller guard behind Harry stared at me. ‘Commander Shark said he wants to deal with the 
leaders personally,’ he said, grinning. 


“Where’s Commander Shark?’ the second guard near the door asked, his voice high and rough. 


‘He’s having lunch.’ Harry stood up straighter and faced the guards. ‘He told me to take care 
of this one. Shark will add the finishing touches when he comes back.’ 


The first guard smiled and stroked his groin. ‘Oh, I know what finishing touches they will be.’ 
The second, bald guard laughed. 

‘Shark told me you boys will know what to do,’ Harry said, smirking. 

The first guard took out his long-arm truncheon. ‘We’ll play the tough-soldier act and soften 
him up with regular beatings and torture,’ he explained, stiffening his broad shoulders. “Then 
Shark will come along after lunch and play the friendly-soldier role, although ... friendly isn’t 


really the right word to use.’ 


‘More like soldier lover.’ The second troop laughed so loud his cackling voice drowned the 
screams coming from the other rooms. 


Harry, in front of me, was blocking the light from the open door. ‘I want to stay and observe,’ 
he said, ‘add a few more skills to my portfolio.’ 


‘I heard you were well-trained during your brief time in prison,’ the first guard said, smiling at 
him, ‘that you came to love the Realm.’ 


Harry turned and looked down at me. The smile had gone from his face. ‘This one will be tough 
to break,’ he said. ‘But I’m sure he’ll come right in the end. He will learn to love the Realm, 
too, as I did. It will take more time with this one. But in the end, he’ll want to submit to the 
Devil, as they all do. The desires of the Devil are better than the pain.’ 


‘Let’s have a bet to see how long he breaks,’ the first guard with the broad shoulders said. 


‘You mean before he loses his mind and submits to the sexual abuse?’ the bald one confirmed 
in his deep, coarse voice. 


“Yeah — I’ve give him a couple of days.’ 
‘Three days,’ the bald guard said confidently. 


“You didn’t listen to me,’ Harry berated them. He held his body straight with his goatee jutted 
forward. ‘This one’s tough — I'll give him a week.’ 


‘Not with our new torture techniques.’ The taller, broad-shouldered one wore his smirk wider 
than ever. 


‘A week! No one has lasted that long before,’ the bald-headed guard said. 
‘I know him better than you,’ Harry replied in his authoritarian voice. 
‘Alright, one hundred bucks each,’ the first guard said. 

Harry and the second guard agreed. 


The bald one shut the door while the first one came up to me and shined a light on my face. 
‘I’m going to burn the heart out of you,’ he said in a low, even voice. 


I swallowed my breath. I heard Harry chuckle behind him. The stuffy air was oppressive. It 
was difficult to breathe. The darkness of the cell was growing in me, the hopelessness gnawing 
away at me from the inside out. Just kill me, I thought. But no — simple death wasn’t the way 
of the Devil. 


‘After the torture we inflict, Shark will brutalize you,’ the first guard explained, holding his 
truncheon to my face, ‘and you will learn to like it and want it more. It will be a good thing. It 
will feel like bliss after the rigorous torture. Then, with each day, you won’t know whether 
your handlers will torture or ravage you. But you will be praying to be raped. The better of two 
evils, one might say.’ 


I noticed Harry standing behind the two guards with his hands behind his back. His throat 
enlarged as he inhaled deeply. Then he glanced at me. His cheeks were quivering as a grin 
tugged at the corners of his mouth. He was preparing for my pain and torture, I thought. He 
would enjoy it. 


The second, bald soldier lashed out with his boot and caught me in the ribs. I twisted on the 
floor, screaming until my lungs burst. Then a blow came to my head and the dizziness was in 
me. Blood flowed over my eyes and dripped onto the floor. The first guard grabbed my hair 
and pulled my neck back. He was looking into my eyes. I could smell his hot breath. ‘You 
don’t know pain yet.’ He kept his voice low to contain his excitement. Then he spat in my face. 


I screamed as he buried his truncheon in my side. I struggled to get away, but he grabbed my 
hair and pressed my face into the concrete. As I tried to get up, the second guard kneed me in 
the face and split my right cheek. Lying on the floor, I could make out with blurred vision one 
of the guard’s boots standing in a pool of blood. Then I heard Harry’s voice: ‘Heck! You guys 
better leave something for Shark. The way you guys are going there will be nothing left of 
him.’ 


‘We’ve only just started,’ the first guard replied in his even but excited tone. 


I raised my eyes further and saw the bald guard standing over me. His round face broke into a 
grin before his boot stamped on my face. My brain exploded in agony and I was plunged into 
darkness. 


<><><> 


The air felt even heavier. Boots plodded on the floor. The guards were discussing what they’d 
do to me next. I lay unmoving like invisible roots clung to me and were holding me down. 
When my vision cleared, I saw a cockroach in the corner, twitching its long antennas, waiting 
to feast on my blood. I looked up and saw Harry staring down at me. 


‘The beatings and torture will make the rape and degradation to come feel much better,’ the 
colonel said with a bitter smile. ‘You’ll be begging for it. Anything but the pain. You’ll be 
praying for the abuse. It’s the only thing yov’ll want. It works better when we implant memories 
of the torture into your subconscious. That way, your mind — or your core being — is working 
overtime to block out those memories, and will do anything to avoid them. So when we equate 
the end of torture with sexual abuse, then sexual abuse will be the only thing you’ll want. You 
will enjoy the humiliation. To degrade yourself will be the ultimate bliss.’ 


I trembled, noticing the indifference of his smile. There was a slight quiver in the colonel’s 
cheeks. His cold eyes were studying me like I was bacteria under a microscope. 


Then Harry unbuttoned his holster and withdrew his revolver. He cocked it, his finger curling 
around the trigger. “Is this what you want?’ 


‘Kill me quick.’ I could barely muster the words. 


The taller guard stepped forward and hauled me onto my knees. Harry crouched and pressed 
the barrel against my temple. The guard was twisting my arm behind my back. Harry’s finger 
was rubbing the trigger. I closed my eyes and heard the click. My head jolted back, but the 
chamber was empty. 


I opened my eyes and looked up. ‘Play your stupid games,’ I said. 


Harry chuckled. The guard behind me grabbed my hair and yanked my head back. Harry swung 
the pistol across my head and cut it open. I screamed. Blood from the cut dripped into my 
mouth. The bald guard stepped in front of me. He smiled as he held up his truncheon and 
whacked me in the stomach. Tears burst from my eyes. The guard behind me let me go and I 
slumped to the floor. 


Paralyzed, I closed my eyes. All the horrors of the world were in that cell, in that darkness, and 
my mind was drifting away — carrying me to another place, another world that felt good and 
warm. It would be somewhere I would never return from. 


At that moment, the door burst open and light streamed into the cell. I opened my eyes. I didn’t 
know if I was dreaming, but I saw a slim figure silhouetted in the doorway. Before I knew what 
was happening, the knife was thrown and it struck the taller guard in the head. He dropped dead 
in front of me. 


Harry had slipped his revolver back into his holster and was struggling to unclip it, the lines of 
concern engraved on his face. He turned and glared at the figure in the doorway with frazzled 
eyes. Retribution was upon him in a second. She grabbed him and flung him across the room. 
He crashed into the wall and lay slumped against it, dazed. Screaming wildly, the bald guard 
ran at Retribution and bore his truncheon down, but she ducked, grabbed his arm, and flung 
him over her shoulder. 


Harry’s hand shifted to his holster, but before he could unclip it, Retribution’s boot struck him 
in the face. She picked him up with one hand grasping his throat. Her eyes glowed as she stared 
at him, her mouth twisted in a hideous scowl. Then she flung him across the room. He landed 
with a thud, spread-eagled on the floor. 


The bald guard got up. His round face was full of rage as he stormed towards her, but she 
kicked him in the chest and he went down. She withdrew another dagger from its sheath and 
threw it at his gut. His hand clutched the hilt of the knife with the blade buried in him, then his 
eyes rolled back into his head and he toppled over. 


Retribution turned and walked swiftly towards Harry. He raised his head off the floor and used 
an elbow for support, then turned and cowered when he saw her approach. She stopped next to 
him. His chalk-white cheeks were twitching as his hand reached for his holster. Her grin was 
almost a smile. The moment his finger unclipped his holster, she withdrew the pistol from 
behind her back and shot him between the eyes. Blood sprayed the wall behind his head. His 
lifeless body lay flat on the floor. 


Retribution walked over to me. She had one hand on her hip. With her other hand, she tucked 
her pistol in her belt behind her. Then she helped me up. ‘They did a good job on you,’ she 
said. 


I heard firing from the corridor and a lot of shouting. She helped me to the door. I stuck my 
head out and saw bodies of Realm troops on the floor. Our men ran past me. I breathed easier, 
feeling a huge wave of relief. Retribution let go of me and I staggered out. 


More captives were being released from their cells. Some had been beaten so badly they needed 
to be dragged out. Only a few were fit enough to launch the final attack, but we had four other 
squads and they soon cleaned out the prison sector. 


‘The computer terminal is directly above us,’ Retribution said as she angled her pistol. “Let’s 


go.’ 

I picked up an automatic from a dead soldier. Walking past other bodies, I joined a group of 
soldiers at the foot of the stairs. I heard shouting and firing from the floor above where a 
firefight had begun. 


We rushed up the stairs. A loud blast came from the top and smoke drifted through the doorway. 
I reached the next floor and ran through the smoke. A soldier was pointing out the enemy at 
the end of a long corridor. I fired as rebels behind me poured into the computer terminal. There 


was shouting and I turned in alarm. An enemy soldier had appeared from the opposite direction 
and was upon me, flashing his bayonet and screaming. Retribution, next to me, calmly raised 
her pistol and shot him in the head. After the corridor was clear of the enemy, I heard more 
gunfire from inside the terminal. 


Retribution stepped in front of me and entered. Raising my rifle, I followed her inside where a 
group of soldiers, led by Punisher, were blasting away at the enemy. One of our men in front 
of me got hit and went down. Then another grenade exploded in the corridor. I was standing 
next to the doorway and the blast threw me to the floor. I felt a grip on my arm as Punisher 
helped me up. He looked into my face and grinned. The rebels had cleared the computer 
terminal of the enemy. 


More of our troops entered. ‘The level is clear,’ one of them reported. 


‘Okay, let’s move.’ Punisher said urgently. ‘We have to override the systems. We have little 
time. Who has a copy of the programme?’ 


‘I do.’ Retribution handed him a USB. 


Punisher raced up the small flight of steps and sat at the console that overlooked the terminal. 
He was on the computer for a moment before an image of Terracon One came up on the flat 
screen behind him. Then a live video link displayed a hundred-man Realm company assembled 
in the airbase, behind the precinct, ready to launch an assault. Defence turrets with 
machineguns and auto-cannons lined the precinct wall. Punisher plugged in the USB. 


‘Downloading the programme,’ he said. 


I walked up the steps and stood next to the console. It took a minute for the programme to 
download. When it did, Punisher brought up a map of the defence system on his monitor. His 
eyes grew large as he smiled. Looking at the flat screen, I saw a defence turret swivel towards 
the hundred or more Realm troops. 


‘Get ready!’ Punisher yelled. 


All eyes in the room were upon the large screen. Using the programme, Punisher directed more 
turrets at the Realm troops. Retribution came up to me and gripped my hand. She looked at me 
with soft eyes and a smile. 


Punisher pressed a button and the turrets along the wall opened fire and cut down the Realm 
troops. Fire ripped from an auto-cannon and a group of them disappeared in a cloud of smoke. 
The soldiers in the room cheered. As the surviving troops ran away from the precinct, the other 
turrets swivelled. I glanced at the computer screen. A box for each defensive weapon appeared 
on the screen, and they were zeroing in on the enemy as they were fleeing across the airfield. 
Punisher waited for a box to reach a group of enemy and flash red before he pressed the fire 
button and a salvo obliterated the troops. More cheering filled the room. After a minute, no 
enemy troops remained. 


‘How many fighter jets and bomber pilots do we have?’ Punisher looked over the remaining 
soldiers. A dozen put up their hands. ‘And helicopter pilots?’ Five more men put up their hands. 
‘Okay, make your way to the airbase. It’s all clear. By the time you get to the aircraft, P11 have 
overridden the controls and you’ll be free to fly them. The helicopters are behind the main 
hanger. You know your roles. Get to it!’ 


The pilots filed out of the room. The rest sat at a computer and had manual control of a defence 
turret to guard the airbase and entrances to the autonomous zones. 


Looking at the flat screen, I saw the hangar doors open. The jet fighters and bombers, under 
remote control, rolled out onto the airfield. The pilots scampered across the airfield and boarded 
them. The smaller group disappeared behind the hanger to board the helicopters. Punisher took 
his hands off the keyboard and sat back in his chair, looking up at me with less creases than 
usual on his craggy warrior’s face. ‘It’s up to those boys now,” he said. 


Quickly, the aircraft took off. 
‘Realm troops approaching from the Chaz Zone,’ a soldier reported in a startled voice. 
‘Take them out,’ Punisher said matter-of-factly. 


The soldier manning the Chaz Zone gun turret grinned, staring intently at his screen. His eyes 
lit up as he reached forward and pressed the fire button. ‘Enemy decimated,’ he said as others 
hollered and cheered. 


Retribution had both hands on her hips. She looked at me and smiled. I grinned back at her. 
The more she smiled, the more it appeared natural for her. 


Soon, a map of the eastern Terra continent came up on the flat screen with the other three 
Realm outposts highlighted. The fighter jets and bombers on the screen were heading towards 
the nearest one. All eyes in the room focused on the screen as the fleet was approaching their 
target. It was only minutes away. 


‘I wonder where Shark is?’ Punisher said. 


I dragged my eyes away from the screen and glanced at him. There was tension in his face, but 
the grin returned when he shifted his eyes to the fleet on the big screen. Shark? I questioned. 
An explosion of anger was in me. The blazing fire I wanted to release ... anyway, anyhow. My 
hands felt sticky with blood, but when I looked down at them they were clean. 


Was that the blood of the little boy I had cradled in my hands, next to the pit out in the desert? 
What song did you sing for him? Did it calm him before he died? Do the angels have him now? 
Where was the Fat Clown? What did the guards say about him? He’s having lunch. 


A moment of crystal clarity entered my mind and tempered briefly the fire in me. ‘I think I 
know,’ I said. 


‘What?’ Punisher looked up at me. 

Retribution gave me a curious look. 

‘Shark ... I think I know where he might be.’ 
Punisher dropped his jaw as he froze in his chair. 


I turned and faced the men behind the computers. ‘Can someone open the gate to the Chaz 
Zone?’ 


‘The entrance to the Chaz Zone is clear,’ the soldier who had just taken out the troops coming 
from that direction said. ‘I'll open it for you.’ 


‘Okay, thanks ... and I need a helmet and face mask.’ 
Other soldiers found them and I put them on. 
‘Where are you going?’ Punished asked with a perplexed look. 


‘Give me an hour,’ I said, fastening the helmet strap. ‘Shark — I'll track him down.’ 


Chapter Twenty-two 


Harold’s Coffee Shop and Restaurant, obscure amid the poverty-ridden streets of the Chaz 
Zone, was tucked in the shadows of the rundown buildings surrounding it. Half a kilometre 
behind it towered the black buildings of the Realm Precinct: conical and angular, with twisting 
spires penetrating the sky. A small group of Realm guards loitered outside the shop, next to the 
window front with the closed slate blinds. Next to them, a stray dog was searching for scraps 
in a rubbish pile. 


I stood on the footpath across the road from Harold’s. A drug addict was slumped over in the 
gutter next to me. Another man in rags was sleeping on the footpath behind me. I glanced to 
my left. A mob of screaming Zealots had massed at the end of the street. There was a lot of 
shouting. When a Viper chopper swept overhead, the Realm guards outside Harold’s huddled 
down behind the garbage pile. Distraught civilians were running past me from one direction 
and Realm troopers from another. I heard the continuous roar of explosions and crackle of 
bullets from other zones where Viper helicopters were attacking police precincts. Smoke was 
rising above the districts. 


I looked up. The chopper’s auto-cannon discharged explosive shells that disintegrated the 
Zealots at the end of the street. When the chopper circled back, it sprayed bullets at the Realm 
troopers running down the street and cut them down. 


I adjusted my face mask and helmet, then stepped off the footpath. As I crossed the street, a 
wind blew the stench from the garbage pile towards me. The Realm guards huddled behind it 
were preoccupied with the chopper flying overhead and barely noticed me as I trod past them. 
The doorbell jingled when I stepped inside. 


I coughed. The air was rank. A tiny ray of light streamed through a broken slat of the window 
blinds and danced on the floorboards with dust glimmering in the air. The rest of the interior 
was dingy and poorly lit. Harold stood behind the bench. The short, pudgy owner with the oily 
hair greeted me with a nod, wiping his hands on his apron. 


‘Shit’s going down,’ he remarked with alert eyes. ‘Any update?’ 
‘I don’t know much.’ I sat on a stool at the twenty-foot-long bench. 


There was a lot of commotion at the far end of the restaurant. Shark was down there, making a 
noise. Two other commanders were with him — all three tucked into a cubicle — and shouting 
orders into their communicators. 


‘Get that precinct back under control!’ Shark screamed into his hand phone, then slammed it 
down, rattling his food tray. ‘Goddamn it! What the fuck is going on?’ 


I leaned forward with my hands on the bench, hearing Shark’s voice go on and on. Harold 
passed me the menu. I said I wanted a black coffee. He said it was on the house. As I waited 
for my coffee, I stole glances at Shark. His face was powdered white with large round skittish 
eyes under black coils of springy hair. He was screaming through fat rubbery lips into his 
phone. In a minute, Harold planted the coffee on the bench. I took a sip. It was soothing. 


The doorbell clanked as a Realm guard entered, sucking in deep breaths through his black bib. 
He sat on a chair next to the door and cradled his automatic in his lap. I turned on my stool. 


‘It’s getting hot out there,’ the trooper said, looking at me. His bib hung from one ear and his 
face was flushed; he had been out there a long time. “The rebels have unleashed a good attack.’ 


I nodded, rolling my tongue in my mouth. 


‘They’ve got our helicopters,’ he said with a dejected voice, ‘and without rocket launchers, it’s 
like we’ve got to use arrows in a gunfight. And the precinct is under attack.’ 


‘We’ll hang on to the precinct.’ I grinned through my face mask. ‘We’ll get us some rocket 
launchers and squash those rebels like bugs.’ 


The soldier smiled, sagged his shoulders, and sank into his seat with his legs outstretched. 


Again, the doorbell clattered. This time a commander entered, ripping his face mask off. He 
was tall and gangly, with his black cap shading his eyes. He headed down the back and sat with 
the other three. 


“What the hell happened!’ Shark yelled at him. ‘How did the rebels get into the precinct? Didn’t 
I put you in charge of the Central Zone? Well, you can forget about that promotion I promised 
you.’ 


I turned to my coffee and gripped the handle as I heard the newly arrived commander complain. 
I kept still, hearing them arguing and shouting, feeling cold tendrils on the back of my neck. It 
had to be now, I thought, before more soldiers entered the joint. 


Pushing the coffee cup aside, I got up and walked calmly down the aisle between the tables, 
towards the back, passing the four commanders now occupying two cubicles. They didn’t 
bother looking at me. I entered the men’s room, shut the door, and leaned against it. Beads of 
sweat were running down my face. I took a deep breath. My blood was racing. Each second 
seemed stretched out longer than it was. I turned on the light and it lit up the bare white walls 
and tiled floor. There was an arrow on the wall opposite me that pointed to the disabled toilet. 


I walked forward and caught my reflection in the mirror. The cut on my right cheek and bruises 
were prominent above my face mask. 


I opened a cubicle and stepped inside, leaving the door open an inch so I could peek out. I sat 
on the toilet seat and waited. After a while, I heard the door creak. A shadow passed along the 
floor. I peeked through the door. Shark was standing in front of the mirror, admiring his 
ugliness, his long bony fingers fiddling the children’s shoes draped around his neck. He 
grinned, stretching his rubbery lips until they pushed into his cheeks. Then he whistled a slow 
tune, running his claw-like hands through the inky-black coils of his hair. A moment later, he 
turned and was sideways to me as he walked to a urinal. Clasping my hand over my mouth, I 
tried not to breathe. Any sound would have the brute on guard. 


Suddenly, he stopped whistling, froze, and turned to the cubicle I was in. I quickly pulled my 
head back behind the door. My stomach was twisted and I wanted to gasp. To my relief, I heard 
him whistling again. Peeking through the gap in the door, I saw he had turned back to the urinal 
and unzipped his trousers. Now was my chance. As he was relieving himself, I pushed the 
cubicle door open and took a step out, but his head turned to the side. Before he spotted me, I 
darted back inside the cubicle. 


I heard him zip up his pants. His boots thudded on the floor as he moved away and resumed 
whistling. Peering out of the cubicle, I saw him standing in front of the mirror again. He 
lowered his head as he washed his hands in the basin. This had to be the moment. I crept out 
of the cubicle and inched towards him. Standing behind him, I could reach out and touch him. 
He turned the tap off and looked up into the mirror. The instant recognition, the moment he 
saw me, caused him to flinch. His large round eyes widened further as he reached for his 
revolver. 


I lunged forward and grabbed his necklace. He let out a groan. His fingers groped for the string 
and ripped off a tiny sneaker. I pulled tighter. He gasped as blood shot out of his neck and 
stained his collar. I tugged the necklace, jerking his head as he made croaking, rasping sounds 
— the blood mixing with saliva in his throat. One hand shot out from behind him and clawed at 
me. I grunted with each tug. Would this man-beast ever die? His lips were curling. Did he want 
to smile, even in death? Was dying the fate he always expected? His swelling eyes stayed in 
the same position in the mirror: glued on me — the irises jumping about; the white coronas 
turning red; the hideous, wide-open stare gathering all the necessary evil. Blood splashed his 
chin. 


With one hand holding the necklace, I grabbed his curly hair with my other hand and drove his 
head into the mirror. His legs buckled. I smashed his head again. White-powered makeup 
mixed with blood smeared the mirror. The glass cracked. When his body hung limp, I let him 
go and he slumped to the floor. A trail of blood ran from under his overstuffed body along the 
tiled floor. The children’s shoes were spread out around him. I knelt down and checked his 
pulse. Nothing there. I stood next to the basin, splashed water over my face, and caught my 
breath. Glancing down, I saw a small blue and white sneaker in the basin. 


My heart was beating loudly in my chest. The white light flashed before me, the darkness 
coming, the waves of giddiness washing over me. I gripped the basin. Keep steady, I said to 
myself, let it pass. The white-painted face of the five-year-old boy appeared in front of me 
briefly, then disappeared. The white light flashed again before a tiredness overcame me. Play 
it cool. You’ve thought this through. You know what to do. One last act. Walk out, be calm, and 
you'll be home free. 


I stepped out of the restroom and passed the three commanders in their cubicles. The lanky one 
was shouting into his communicator: ‘The Arrow Zone has been taken over by rebels? I can’t 
believe it!’ Arrow Zone? I hadn’t heard of that zone before. I passed Harold wiping the bench 
and moved towards the entrance. 


Another guard had entered the cafe. He was tall and stooped and stood in front of the soldier 
slouched in the chair next to the door. His wary eyes were fixed on me. As I glanced at the 
front window, the streak of light coming through the broken slat was in my face and blinded 
me. I stopped, unable to see the door. My heart was pounding and my head was spinning. 


‘Hey, I know you.’ The newly arrived soldier stepped forward and blocked me. He had a gritty 
edge to his voice. 


He’s one of us, let him through, I said to myself, my pulse beating fast. For Gods sakes, let him 
through! 


The soldier screwed his face. ‘You’re with the rebels.’ 


My world was shrinking and I felt trapped in a box; the soldier before me was about to shut the 
lid tight. 


There was a brief moment of silence before the soldier slouching on the seat behind him cast 
an eye at me. ‘He’s one of us, let him through,’ he said. 


The other soldier got out of my way. As I stepped forward, the door came into view. 
‘Have a good day.’ I heard Harold’s voice behind me. 
‘Thanks.’ My arm felt like a block of cement as I gripped the handle. The doorbell jingled. 


I walked out of Harold’s Coffee Shop and Restaurant and into the sunlight, walking at a steady 
pace back towards the precinct, my head lowered, keeping to the side of the road. 


Chapter Twenty-three 


Outside the Chaz Zone entrance, in front of the precinct, the heat was overbearing and the sun 
glare was in my eyes. The area was littered with dead Realm soldiers. An arm stuck out from 
under a shot-up, overturned buggy. I heard rotor blades above me and then the roar of an 
explosion. Looking back, I saw a cloud of expanding smoke. A horde of angry Zealots emerged 
from it. As the helicopter circled back to face them, they shook their fists and screamed at it, 
as if their hysterical anger could somehow summon the strength of the Devil and bring it down. 
Seconds later, the chopper’s mounted machineguns opened fire and obliterated them. 


A gun turret on the wall swivelled towards me. I quickly took my helmet and face mask off so 
the rebel manning the gun would notice me. As the machinegun was pointed at me, a film of 
sweat ran over my body; then, to my relief, the machinegun turned away. A moment later, the 
gate opened and I walked through. Rebels had taken over the Realm Precinct. On the walls, I 
noticed arrows pointing towards each facility. More arrows led me to the computer terminal. 
Why so many arrows? I thought that strange, but brushed it out of my mind. When I arrived 
back at the terminal, cheering soldiers packed the room with their eyes glued to the big screen. 


The fleet had taken out the first outpost, had changed direction and was moving towards the 
second target. Punisher announced in a loud voice: ‘Rebels are securing the first outpost. They 
report little resistance!’ More cheers rose from the crowd. 


Retribution approached me. Her face was stern but tight with expectation. ‘Did you get him? 
Did you get Shark?’ 


Weariness was making me weak and my body was shaking. A tear ran from my eye. I nodded 
and added: ‘He’s dead.’ 


She gripped my arm. I looked into her eyes and they were full of light and warmth. Her cheeks 
had colour and her jaw was firm. 


‘Doesn’t change much,’ I said, my voice trembling. ‘Doesn’t bring the children back.’ 


“You’re wrong,’ she replied. A smile stretched her jaw. ‘It does bring them back, but in a way 
you can’t comprehend.’ 


I looked at her puzzled. 
She gripped my arm tighter. Her eyes were shining. ‘How do you feel?’ 
‘Confused, a bit frightened, and very tired.’ 


Now her smile was her brightest ever. ‘The children are stirring within you,’ she said. ‘It’s their 
way of thanking you.’ 


I frowned. Thank me? Who was she kidding? She wasn’t making any sense. She had been with 
me all this time and she still didn’t know who I was ... a killer — someone who could destroy 
life without thinking. The only thanks you got in my world was a cash payment in your hand. 
Then you’d be on your way — to kill, and kill again. 


Mumblings to my right caught my attention. I turned. A small group were talking about the 
Cabal and how they’d be holding out underground. ‘They’ll be able to regroup,’ one of them 
said, ‘and strike at us like an arrow.’ 


My body froze. Arrow? What a strange thing to say? Why had he said that? 


Other men had heard their chatter and were adding their own voices to the conversation. Soon 
Punisher, sitting in front of the main console, was aware of it. The Cabal was deep underground, 
like a parasite, and it would be difficult to take them out. 


Suddenly, I felt a coolness in me like water that became a torrent and washed away the 
weariness and soothed my bones. My breath was deep and calm — but my eyes were blinking 
fast as the thought came. Arrows, arrows ... why all the arrows? 


‘I know!’ I exclaimed. All voices dropped and every eye in the room fell upon me. I shouldered 
my way through the men, walked up the steps, and reached Punisher at the higher level. ‘I have 
an idea,’ I said, standing next to the console. “Bring up the underground map of Terracon One.’ 
‘Done,’ Punisher said. 

I turned and, looking up at the big screen, noticed the arrows on the edges of the map. 
‘What’s going on?’ Punisher asked, his eyes glued to the monitor. 


‘Click on one of those arrows,’ I said firmly. 


When Punisher did that, a huge gasp rose from the crowd. Punisher looked up and his jaw 
dropped open. The map of Terracon One shrank in size to reveal a whole new area of the map. 


‘My God!’ Punisher said. ‘It’s the whole East Coast.’ 
‘Yes, I said, ‘and there are the tunnels you were talking about — they’re everywhere.’ 


Whistles and voices rose from the crowd. Punisher extended the map out further and there was 
the entire eastern Terra continent with dozens of tunnels. 


‘Bring up the weather modification centre closest to Terracon One,’ I said. 

The map focused on that and Punisher blew it up. 

‘Is there a tunnel connected to that?’ I paused. ‘Yes! There it is — right next to the facility.’ 
‘I don’t understand,’ Punisher said. 

‘I fought in the battle for that plant,’ I said. ‘It has a hosepipe that’s connected to the sea.’ 


Punisher nodded and frowned. ‘It provides contaminated water for their cloud-making 
machines.’ 


‘And it’s made of rubber,’ I added. ‘It’s flexible.’ 
‘What are you getting at?’ Punisher raised his eyebrows. 


‘We can take over the facility and change the direction of the hose. The offshore platform 
pumps water through the hose. We can change the direction of the hose and feed it into the 
tunnel.’ 


Punisher shrieked with so much joy he stood up and wrapped me tightly in his arms. ‘You 
beauty!’ he shouted in my ear. My body stiffened as he hugged me tighter. Then he dropped 
his arms. ‘Good on you, Ditch! I can’t thank you enough.’ 


I nodded. I didn’t appreciate his touch and my skin felt cold. I heard Punisher’s ecstatic voice 
as he shouted to the crowd: ‘There are a dozen of those facilities located along the coast. We 


can drown them out! We can flood the bastards!’ A tremendous cheer rose. There was 
backslapping and a small group broke into a song. 


Amid the commotion, the last of the Blue Rose bloodline turned to me and smiled. ‘One last 
attack?’ 


I returned the grin and nodded in agreement. 
‘Good on you, Ditch!’ a voice came from the crowd. 
‘He’s a jolly good fellow!’ another voice shouted. 


I glanced at the crowd. Some clapped and cheered, but I shrugged off their gratitude. They 
didn’t know me. If they knew who I was, they would quickly drop their cheers and whistles. I 
was a cold-hearted, blood-thirsty killer, a whoremonger on the side, and a sucker for the lies. 
And now it was time — hopefully one last time — to do what I did best. 


‘Are you ready?’ Punisher glared at me. 
“Yeah, I am.’ The fire was burning in me. ‘It’s time to kill — and kill again.’ 


<><><> 


The weather modification facility, seventeen miles from Terracon One, appeared in the 
distance with the storage building next to it, the pipelines tied into it from behind, and the two 
hosepipes leading down to the sea. The fleet of Viper choppers descended towards it, sweeping 
over the desert plains with the Poisoned Sea in the background. I peered out of the open door 
of the hull, my automatic firm in my grip, and saw the cracked, dusty-red earth sweep past 
beneath me. I adjusted my chinstrap and made my helmet secure. The facility came nearer. It 
was a huge plant with a funnel pointing to the sky. 


This was it, I thought. The last battle. One more time. Don’t think about it too much. Kill them 
quick. That’s what you’re good at, remember? It’s an enemy that has to be eradicated from the 
Earth. But you’re fatigued, on the verge of exhaustion. I shook my head to rid the tiredness. 
Snap out of it. There’s no such thing as weariness when you’ve got killing to do. You can do 
it one more time, can’t you? Do it for them. The children ... the sufferers of the lie. You’ve got 
a chance here. One last chance to take back history and eliminate the lie. The plant loomed 
closer. That’s what matters, isn’t it? Ending the lie. 


Two other helicopters flanked me on either side. A fourth split off from the formation and flew 
left. Punisher crouched behind me and planted his hand on my shoulder. I turned and saw his 
heavy eyes through the slits in his skull mask. An ammunition belt hung over his shoulder. 
Retribution sat on the floor, further back with the rest of the squad. She had her knees up with 
her arms resting on them and her hands clenched. Her hair was tied back in a pigtail but strands 
of it hung over her eyes. She was breathing slow and long. Her face was impassive as she stared 
ahead, as if she knew her fate long ago and no force could change that. 


I could make out two dozen tiny black figures scampering around the compound outside the 
facility, and those figures grew larger as the helicopter approached. My grip tightened on the 
rifle. Get ready, I thought. Steel yourself. Incoming ground fire was only moments away. Then 
I spotted a scout buggy parked outside the plant. It had a mounted machinegun that swung 


towards us. Seconds later, it unleashed a hail of bullets. I got away from the door. When I 
looked out again, I saw a heavy armoured tank roll into view. 


‘Goddamn it!’ Punisher fumed and turned to the squad. ‘It’s a Terron-100.’ 


I clenched my teeth and swore as I saw the massive tank raise its cannon. A knot tightened in 
my stomach. Sweat dripped down my face from under my helmet. Get ready for the hell storm, 
I thought. At that moment, the helicopter that had veered off from the formation appeared on 
my left flank and hovered in the air. The tank was in its line of sight. To my amazement, the 
helicopter unleashed its full arsenal like a giant firework display. Trails of smoke followed 
behind two missiles that screamed out from under the helicopter’s hull and struck the Terron- 
100. Its turret flew off and the blast ripped the chassis apart, leaving the tracks burning amid a 
cloud of rising smoke. 


‘We got the Terron-100!’ Punisher cried, and the squad cheered. 


The chopper flew through the smoke and the ground was right up next to me. I jumped off. 
Behind me, Punisher had exited the chopper and unleashed bursts of fire from his automatic. 
The scout buggy ahead of us let off a round that took a few of our men down. I hit the ground. 
Bullets chipped the concrete in front of me. When I looked up, I saw machinegun fire from 
another chopper rack the scout buggy. Its fuel tank got hit and it exploded into a fiery ball. I 
got up, darted towards the flaming wreckage, and ducked behind it. 


The plant entrance was thirty metres away. Looking ahead, I saw Punisher crouched behind 
the wreckage of the tank. A small group had formed around him. He got up and waved his arm 
as bullets zipped past him. ‘Come on!’ he yelled. “Charge them!’ 


The men got up and rushed the entrance. Realm troopers appeared out of the plant and took 
down the first wave of men. Punisher got hit in the leg and dropped. I reached him and dragged 
him back behind the burning wreckage of the tank. I heard the gunfire and screaming. Smoke 
from the fire was in my eyes. 


‘Go forward,’ Punisher said wearily. ‘It’s our last chance.’ 


I looked out from behind the wrecked tank and saw more Realm troopers blocking the entrance. 
I didn’t like our chances. A pile of our men lay dead in front of the enemy. Then I heard 
shouting behind me. The fourth helicopter had landed and another squad came up. I used 
suppression fire as the fourth squad advanced and overran the Realm soldiers. 


I left Punisher and got up. The other three squads were about to advance inside the plant when 
I heard the most hideous, gut-wrenching scream. A Zealot appeared at the plant entrance. The 
front of his head was bald but the back half had long black hair that ran down his back. He 
raised a machete and ran towards us. A wall of lead took him down. But more of them emerged 
and it became a wave: dozens of them screaming and frothing at the mouth. Some had to be 
shot two or three times before they fell. 


Quickly, they were upon us. I used my bayonet to strike one of them in the gut. He fell at the 
moment another one jumped on me. I jostled him away with my elbow. When he came at me 
again, I raised my rifle, pulled the trigger, and blew a hole in his head. About to draw a breath, 
I looked up and gulped. A dozen more came at me, spitting and howling, their eyes like dark 
pits emanating from hell. 


Hearing a wild cry, I turned and saw Retribution. As if powered by an incredible force of 
energy, she ran into the fray. She threw a knife and it sliced through the head of a Zealot. Then 
she leapt with her foot outstretched and struck another in the head, bringing him down. She 
sprang up, grabbed another with one hand, and tossed him over her shoulder. The knife 
switched to her other hand. She cut the throat of a Zealot, swivelled, and in one movement 
stabbed another in the neck. A Zealot lunged at her, but she ducked and drove the knife into 
his stomach. Then she had a knife in each hand and was killing more of them, releasing a wild 
shriek, and bodies lay at her feet. 


With relief, I saw the way to the plant was clear. The rebels finished off the remaining Zealots 
and entered. I followed them and stepped through the entrance. Awe-struck, I saw the massive 
jet-engine turbine that produced the clouds, the hose from the ocean connected to it, and the 
other runoff hose that led down to the shore where I had escaped during the previous assault. 
Gazing up, I saw the sky through the funnel in the roof. Other pipelines from the sewerage a 
few kilometres away were inserted into the turbine. 


The men carried Punisher into the plant. They had bandaged his leg wound. He struggled to 
stand and had to be seated in a chair. It took an effort for him to talk. ‘Where’s the tunnel?’ 


Retribution passed me a communicator with a map of the underground system and I blew up 
the facility. ‘It’s outside,’ I said. 


We went outside to check and saw a hut isolated on the edge of the yard where the tunnel was 
sited. A soldier entered the hut and found a ladder. He climbed down it and when he came back 
up he said he had located the entrance one floor underground. 


Held up by two soldiers, Punisher said: ‘We’ll take the hose off the flange and manoeuvre it to 
the tunnel entrance.’ 


‘I don’t think it’s long enough,’ I said. 

Punisher thought a moment. ‘We’ll have to use an extension from the storage house. There’re 
cranes in there that can lift them. Let’s blow up this hut. We’ll clear the debris, find the 
entrance, and put the hose into it.’ 


‘What about the doors underground?’ Retribution asked. ‘Won’t they stop the water?’ 


‘I can unlock them on this communicator,’ I said. ‘Once they’re unlocked, they open 
automatically.’ 


‘Okay, but what about the children?’ she asked. 
All eyes turned to her. 


She was standing firm with her feet wide apart, her hands on her hips, and her shoulders tight. 
Her eyes were sharp and gleaming. ‘All those children we saw, prisoners, underground. ..?’ 


‘We’ll get them out,’ Punisher said. ‘But we have to move fast. We have to flood the 
underground system now. The Controllers will be regrouping and preparing for an assault. But 
we'll get the children out.’ 


‘These troops are exhausted,’ I said. ‘They haven’t slept for three days.’ 


‘I know,’ Punisher replied. ‘But rebels from Terracon One and the other outposts are on their 
way to attack the other weather modification facilities. Besides, they wouldn’t be prepared for 
the shock. At least these troops have some experience. At least they know what to expect. We’ll 
send them in and lead the children out the same way we entered Terracon One, through the 
sewage outlet that leads to the sea.’ 


‘Okay,’ I said, ‘but there must be a thousand of those kids, maybe more. A lot wouldn’t have 
seen daylight before. How are we going to look after them? Who will be there to take care of 
them?’ 


‘Don’t worry,’ Retribution said determinedly. ‘Leave that to me.’ 


<><><> 


The helicopter swooped down as the water burst forth from the cracks in the earth, like a 
massive geyser. The water shot high into the air and the pilot had to veer off to the right to 
avoid it. I sat in the hull as the water showered me. Through the door, I viewed the desert 
expanse — the arid, forlorn land; abandoned and left to die at the end of mankind’s existence, 
now with the water erupting out of it and surging over the land. Already a tiny lake had formed 
a few kilometres away and behind that I spotted a flowing river. 


As the helicopter flew ahead, more geysers sprang out of the earth. Mother Earth! Retrieving 
her lost territory, reclaiming what had always belonged to her. At the end of the world, she rose 
again, at the precise time, more powerful than before. And the wasteland fell under her grip. 
The water came. The water, once trapped by the Poisoned Sea, was set free. 


I switched on my communicator and viewed the map of the underground system. Nine weather 
modification facilities on the coast had capitulated to the rebels, and shafts nearby flooded. The 
tunnels, under the eastern side of the Terra continent, were filling up with water at an alarming 
rate, faster than I thought possible, and the water was getting closer to Terracon One, closer to 
the underground city — and the children. I checked each underground door to make sure they 
were open and unlocked them when they were not. I locked the doors around the level where 
the children were located, but I doubted that the chambers were airtight, so even if locked that 
probably wouldn’t stop the water from coming through. 


But it would give us more time. Judging by the pace of the water, I estimated the flood would 
reach Terracon One by the end of the day. And the rebels were on their way. The first choppers 
would be landing outside the sewerage entrance at any moment. I lay back in my seat and felt 
relief at that. 


Another geyser shot up from a crack in the earth. This time, the pilot flew left. The water was 
coming, reclaiming the land, and there seemed nothing that could stop it. 


<><><> 


The woman in the long white dress stood at the edge of the world, before the Poisoned Sea and 
the inky black foam that washed up on shore around her bare ankles. Caught by the breeze, the 
dress caressed her slender figure. Her eyes carried from the sludge of the sea towards the 
sewerage outlet. The woman at the end of the world: ripped from the pages of history, expelled 
from the church, displaced from the family and into the workforce, the most famous woman of 


all made into a whore in the Bible, pictures of her head cut in half in magazines, the object of 
ejaculation on free internet porn sites — her degradation and subjugation almost complete. 


But now the Mother had risen ... to reclaim the Earth. At the culmination of mankind’s 
existence, it was the perfect moment. She was waiting — Mother Earth — to recover what was 
rightfully hers. Not only the land, but also the children. 


Soon they emerged, tiny figures in the distance, coming out of the tunnel, and one by one more 
of them appeared. As the weight of what was about to unfold dawned on her, the woman 
shuddered. The trickle of children was about to be a flood. Soon there would be a thousand. 
Even more! And only Mother Earth was waiting — only Mother Earth who would cast her net 
wide and capture them. 


I stood on the shore a fair distance from her, but close enough to see the sadness in her eyes 
and the dread on her trembling face — the fear of an approaching, overwhelming force. It was 
the pressure of the ages coming together; the unbearable weight of history and all its lies about 
to be unveiled. Now, no other time mattered more. The culmination of the horror, the breaking 
point, had come. The ultimate terror of the world, and its worst secret, was about to be revealed. 
My eyes shifted to the tunnel. The terror would be beyond human imagination, beyond human 
strength to endure. 


But she was waiting. 


The horror — she knew it was coming now. The wind stirred her long white dress. Her compact, 
robust body was shivering — the final urge to step back, away from the insufferable force 
growing before her, becoming a weight too heavy to bear. But, as more of them appeared, her 
body held firm. The quivering on her face was replaced by a resolute, steely-eyed expression. 


My heart sank as more of them came out. A tremor I couldn’t shake off ran up my body and, 
as more children were coming my way, the tremor grew worse. I looked back at the woman. 
She was unmoving; the wind blowing sand around her and swirling her white dress. 


She was ready. It was time. 


As the children got closer, their forms became clear. Shattered or disfigured, naked or half- 
clothed in rags; pale, ghostly faces that were decades older than their years, limbs frail with 
bones protruding from starved rib cages. The eyes of the dead. 


I spotted a few soldiers emerge from the tunnel. They were carrying infants unable to walk. 
Some infants died in their arms because they weren’t used to the sunlight or heat. Their frail 
skin melted like wax in the soldiers’ arms. One soldier buckled and fell to his knees. He put 
the dead baby on the ground, tilted his neck back and screamed with clenched fists raised high. 
Another soldier lay against the tunnel with his legs outstretched and the dead infant lying next 
to him. He was crying profusely and screaming aloud: ‘How can this be? How could humanity 
allow this to happen?’ He reached for his pistol and was about to put the barrel in his mouth 
when another soldier jumped on him and stopped him. 


Retribution was like a magnet as the wave of children drifted towards her. A group of them 
staggered past me. Their faces were aghast as they looked around. For most, it was the first 
time they had seen daylight, the sky, the clouds, the sea, the sand. Everything! 


Gunfire and screaming came from deep inside the tunnel. With a sickness in my stomach, I 
realized more soldiers couldn’t withstand the horror and had shot themselves. Then I gasped 
as a child with two heads drifted past me. Another had an extra pair of arms and legs attached 
and crawled past me like a giant spider. Others were hybrids of humans and animals or plants. 
One child’s skin was green and leathery with leaves growing out of it, but his face was soft and 
pale. He turned to me and screamed because he thought I would torture or abuse him because 
those things were all he had known. Sinking to my knees, I cried aloud and screamed to the 
heavens. I beat my hands into the sand and cursed loudly: ‘It is our fault!’ I wailed with my 
face screwed tight. ‘We believed the lies!’ 


Dozens more drifted past. Their sorrowful faces and bruises on their frail bodies told of their 
trauma. Most had been raped and tortured every day of their short lives; some before they had 
been born, tortured in the womb with needles inserted in the uterus and then enduring years of 
abuse after that. Oh! The shame of believing the lies! All the clues were there had we wanted 
to see, but we chose not to. Instead, we went about our mundane existence, willingly oblivious 
to the lies. Now here was the outcome. 


I could look at them no longer. The ignominy of allowing this to happen was almost as terrible 
as their ghastly forms. As I lay trembling on the shore, my tears made the sand wet in front of 
my face. Their shadows fell on me as they passed by. 


They had lived in darkness and darkness haunted them now. There was an obscure, cold 
dimness in their eyes as they looked around, but their sight fell on the woman in white as they 
inched closer to her. 


I dragged my head up from the sand and sat up. There were a thousand children before me and 
more were pouring out of the tunnel. A lot were screaming and wailing because that was the 
only thing they knew how to do. What could save them now? I thought bitterly. Nothing could 
help them. Nothing on this Earth. 


But she was waiting. 


The wind was swirling her long white dress. The first group of children came up to her. One 
of them had half his face torn off in torture and was staring at her with the one white eyeball 
swimming in the churned pool of flesh. He spoke in a low rasping voice and, with a disfigured 
face, it was difficult for him to speak. ‘Nothing can save us ... our torment is too strong. We 
can only die.’ 


She looked down at him, the resolve burning in her narrow eyes. The entire weight of history 
was upon her — the whole weight of the lies. All before her now. The terror of the ages. I got 
up from the sand. History and all who came before her had failed these children, I thought. So, 
what hope was there now? 


She kept her resolute gaze on the little boy, who was only six or seven, as a grin formed on the 
comers of her mouth and tears were swimming in her eyes. More children came up to her. 


Keeping my eye on Retribution, I staggered closer and noticed something different about those 
tears. Then my jaw dropped open in astonishment. I knew those tears. They were tears of joy! 
At the last moment, when the terror was the worst, came those tears. How could it be? The grin 
on the corners of her mouth had turned into a full-faced smile — and for one moment it seemed 


as if that smile had always been there, for eternity, amid the horror and despair of this world. 
And that smile had waited for the right moment to be revealed. 


A little girl with wrinkles festering on her pale skin staggered towards Retribution. “You can’t 
save us,’ she said, hissing between her broken teeth. ‘Nobody can. It’s impossible.’ 


‘I think I know,’ Retribution answered confidently. 
The little girl looked up at her with a strange expression. ‘How?’ 


Retribution put out her hand. ‘Hold me,’ she said. 


Chapter Twenty-four 


The army of the dead. 


Stepping out of the fog, a thousand of them, gaunt figures with pale-green and grey skin. The 
first ray of dawn penetrated the fog and cast them in a yellowish light. Hundreds of children 
emerged behind the first wave and swamped the training field. Their clothes were rags and 
many had died of a violent death. I tossed in my sleep, until a voice in my head said: Don’t be 
afraid. 


I woke up in the dim light of the cabin, on the edge of the rebel hideaway, in the mountain 
forest, at the dawn of a new world. Had it been a dream? Had I really seen the dead? 


Although I had slept for three days, I still had a ton of sleep in my eyes. The chant woke me 
up. The people in the hideaway, which was now a fully-fledged settlement, were asking for 
their new king. 


I sat up and rubbed the sleep out of my eyes. You had discovered the lie so the new world 
would be some place quite different, don’t you think? But not your world. Your world would 
always be the same. The cold-blooded killer. The whoremonger. Finding solace at the bar. 
That’s who you are. The sinner. That’s who you will ever be. That man in the desert, at the 
beginning of the story, drifting across the dusty terrain. Do you think the new world will change 
that? Always that man alone, keeping your distance from everybody. You’re going to be that 
man, drifting forever. Haunted by the memories of the past. All that horror ... the horror of the 
lies. 


As I stretched my arms and got out of bed, I was thinking about cutting ties with my new home 
already, drifting again, and there was some peace in that. It was good to stay on one side of the 
river, where you had spent your whole life, although there was a honey tree on the other side, 
but the water was a bit too difficult to cross. Time to go somewhere else. The horrors creep up 


on you too fast if you stay in the one place for too long. And you can’t get too close to the 
people, either. That’s a sin, isn’t it? A sin in your world. 


It wasn’t only Harry who you got on the wrong side with back in the Faction Wars, was it? 
You got on the wrong side of everybody. Spent more time in the stockade than at the front. 
Always had to question orders. Always had to find the lie and expose it. Always had to piss 
everybody off. Better pack your bags and move out. Only a question of time before you pissed 
more people off. 


I heard the chanting again. As I opened the window shutters, the bright white light came 
streaming through, and the chanting was louder: ‘WE WANT OUR KING! WE WANT OUR 
KING!’ The last of the Blue Rose bloodline. The return of the king. I chuckled at that. They 
can have their goddamn king. Ill get on my way. 


A slope had been cleared on the edge of the field and a new settlement built on the layer below, 
where the voices came from: hundreds of them, survivors of the Alliance, rebels from the 
outposts, and children from the tunnels, enjoying their feast, and shouting for their new king. 


That fearsome warrior, that snarly veteran with the grizzled face yet compassionate eyes, who 
wanted nothing more than to lead a peaceful life but had been groomed for war since birth — 
he would be down there on the slope now, accepting the gratitude of his people. That ultimate 
warrior who had taken three bullet wounds but carried on until he had barked his last order. A 
handsome, fearless soldier marked by war — scarred by the massacre of his family — and all 
those creases on his face were testimony to that. What better man to lead them? I thought. 


The door creaked when I opened it and walked out into the daylight. I wandered across the 
training field towards the slope, hearing the voices from the crowd. Now they were clapping 
between each chant like they were restless because their king hadn’t appeared. That was odd, 
I thought. As I got closer to the slope, the tall conifers were blocking my view. The desert 
would be down there, where I must traverse. The desert calling out to me. You weak, pitiful 
man! Only the desert belongs to you. I can hear you, I said to the voice in my head. 


I walked through the trees and saw hundreds gathered at the bottom of the slope, in front of 
their new settlement, seated at dozens of tables stacked with food and drink, and they erupted 
into an almighty cheer that carried through the forest. At the foot of the slope, Punisher sat at 
a table with Retribution, and they both turned, raised their glasses, and smiled at me. 


Punisher was there at last, I thought. The people would be relieved their new king had finally 
arrived. I carried on down the slope, taking slow steps, and then stopped, surprised. The people 
were still looking up the slope, at me, and they were still shouting: ‘WE WANT THE KING!’ 
Punisher was looking up the slope, too, and was chanting and looking at me. 


The sudden realization hit me like a bomb. A strangeness overcame me and I was lightheaded. 
I looked up as the clouds seemed to white out the sky and there was sun glare on my face. All 
the terrible memories of the past were up in the clouds, but they were fading away. 


The trees rustled behind me and I turned. My body trembled as I took a moment to grasp what 
I was seeing. Hundreds of corpses — the Army of the Dead — were emerging through the trees 
and lining the top of the hill from where I had come down from. There he was — the five-year- 
old boy who died in my arms at the beginning. He was waving at me. And I spotted the woman 
raped and murdered on the street when I had first arrived in Terracon One. She was holding 


the hand of the robust mercenary who had died in front of the citadel. Both were smiling and 
waving at me. 


Full of apprehension, I turned back to the congregation. 


They are waiting for you — all those people, including Punisher and Retribution, waiting for 
you to come to them, with their outstretched hands, to help you cross the river.... Will you let 
them? Or will you carry on across the desert? 


You are weak and pathetic! the voice was saying in my head. You can’t get too close to the 
people, remember? The desert! The wasteland! That’s your world, that’s where you belong. 


I closed my eyes and saw the red desert terrain with the cracks in the ground, the gleaming- 
white bones of dead animals, and the vultures circling in the distance ... one more step. Take 
it! the voice was screaming in my head. 


Can you hear the cheering and chanting of the people? Do you want to turn towards the river? 
What’s on the other side, where they are waiting for you? 


Those horrible images ... fading from your mind. How can you push them aside? Because 
you’re not trying to hide from them anymore, that’s why. You’re not trying to hide that you 
were once powerless. You couldn’t stop the little boy dying in your arms at the beginning, 
couldn’t stop people being raped and murdered in front of you, couldn’t stop the kids dying 
when they came out of the tunnels because they weren’t used to sunlight ... couldn’t stop it all. 
Can you accept that now? Can you accept you can’t change the past? Can you accept you aren’t 
greater than God? How big is your ego! Defeat those memories. Subdue the dragon. Subdue 
your ego — the biggest and worst dragon of all. That’s your greatest battle. And become more 
powerful. 


Cross the desert no more! 


I opened my eyes to view the territory that extended out from the mountain forest, but it was 
no longer a desert. A giant lake had formed where the Lost City had been, and rivers were 
spreading out from the lake that flowed into the distance as far as you could see, and there were 
patches of green where plants were growing, and the children ... they were down there, playing 
in their new home, with no sense of time, playing with the animals that shared their kingdom, 
and planting seeds that would grow into trees. 


I walked slowly down, towards the people, my legs trembling with nervousness. They were 
still cheering when I got to Punisher’s table. I raised my hand to acknowledge them. That 
quietened them and they went back to enjoying their feast. Punisher stood up and clasped me 
in his arms. 


I sat down next to him. As he filled my mug with beer, I glanced back up the hill but the Army 
of the Dead had gone. 


‘We had a vote this morning,’ Punisher said, smiling. ‘I voted for you. It might keep you around 
for a while.’ 


I tried to return the smile, but was so nervous as I took a sip that beer trickled down my jaw. 


‘It’s not about any bloodline,’ Punisher said. ‘Our blood is knowledge ... we want the right 
guy for the new world.’ 


‘What new world?’ I frowned. 
‘That’s up to you.’ 


I shifted in my chair, feeling a heavy weight upon me I didn’t know I could hold up. ‘I don’t 
want to disappoint you,’ I said anxiously. 


‘I’m sure you won't.’ He grinned as if he knew something I didn’t. ‘I heard you weren’t very 
good at taking orders. Liked to question them? Liked to take matters into your own hands.’ 


‘I guess so.’ 


‘Now everyone’s going to be taking orders from you.’ He drank more beer, put his mug down 
and stared hard at me. ‘I heard you couldn’t hold down a job, either?’ 


I nodded. 


Punisher sank back in his seat; his soft but weary eyes were gazing across the land that stretched 
out from the settlement. ‘Look at those children playing ... do you think they want a job?’ 


Even from their distance, I could hear them laughing. ‘I don’t think so,’ I said. 


‘God is happiest when the children play.’ He glanced at me. For the first time, I saw that his 
face was at ease — free from the horrors of war. Then he leaned towards me and his eyes lit up. 
A smile enwrapped his crinkled face as he whispered: ‘We don’t want too many jobs in the 
new world.’ 


I stared at him, expressionless, unable to comprehend what he was saying and what was 
happening. But I grasped that the joy on his face was about me. 


Punisher shifted back in his seat. ‘We just want people to be who they are,’ he said. 


The other side of the river was coming closer. It would be different being on the other side, 
where you had never been before. I looked up at the sky. The last of the terrible memories were 
fading, obscure against the bleach-white sky. I needed one more step to climb out of the river. 
But the last step seemed the most difficult. Who would help me with the final step? 


‘Everything will turn out perfect in the end.’ 


I froze. The tremor ran through my body. I knew those words before. A long time ago. I turned. 
And she was there ... sitting opposite me at the table and smiling as she always did, back in 
another life, the dimples embedded in her cheeks. Her face was firm. Her dark hair was loose 
and strands of it sat on her shoulders. We raised our mugs and clanged them together. I looked 
into her eyes. The tiny spark I had seen flickering in the hut days before was now an eternal 
flame. 


It was her. It always had been. 


As I was about to sip my beer, I looked up and my heart nearly stopped. A tiny white cloud 
was swirling above me. There was a glowing face in it — the face of the little five-year-old boy. 
Other tiny wisps of vapour appeared and soon hundreds of them were dancing above the 
congregation. A thousand of them filled the sky. The faces in them were smiling. Then they 
started to fly upwards. What a sight to behold! A thousand ghosts rising up and disappearing 
into the sky. 


‘I heard the dead like to follow you around,’ Retribution said, sipping her beer. 
‘Yes,’ I looked at her, *... but I don’t know why.’ 

She smiled. ‘They like you.’ 

‘Why?’ 


‘Yov’re searching for the truth. The dead want to be closer to the truth before they stand next 
to God.’ 


I stared at her blankly, then looked up. ‘They’re going now, I said. ‘They are flying up to 
heaven.’ 


‘Are they happy?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

Retribution smiled at me. 

As I drank the beer, I heard the people behind her laughing, drinking and singing, happy in 
their new world — the new world where mankind would walk in truth. I put down my beer and 


smiled as I finally understood why they had chosen me. It would be a new world where only 
truth mattered and nothing else. A new world without the lies. 
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